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Do Regional Organizations Travel?

European Integration, Diffusion and the Case of ASEAN

Anja Jetschke

Freie Universität Berlin

Abstract

Why do regional organizations share a number of key institutions and policies? Why do regional 

organizations like the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) or the Carribean Community 

(CARICOM) look like the European Union? And why do we find the norms of the Helsinki Final Act in 

treaties of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)? The simple answer is that policy solutions 

developed in the context of regional integration diffuse. The paper contends that regional integration 

efforts in Europe have had a decisive but often unacknowledged influence on regional cooperation 

outside of Europe. The influence of European integration on regional organizations beyond Europe will be 

illustrated with a case that is unsuspicious of having emulated the European integration experience: The 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Since 1957, Southeast Asian states have selectively taken 

over policies and institutions from the European context. The most recent adoption, it will be argued, is 

the ASEAN Charter, in effect since November 2008. In accounting for this adoption, the paper argues that 

ASEAN members’ decision is only partially driven by genuine regional or functional demands. Members 

borrowed from “abroad” expecting the Charter to provide a policy solution to the cooperation problems 

members faced. Thus, the paper makes an original general contribution to the existing literature on 

regional integration: It argues that a full account of regional integration processes needs to take diffusion 

processes into consideration.
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1.  Introduction1

Why do regional organizations share a number of key institutions and policies? Why do regional organizations 

like the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) or the Carribean Community (CARICOM) 

look like the European Union? And why do we find the norms of the Helsinki Final Act in treaties of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)? The simple answer is that policy solutions developed in 

the context of regional integration diffuse. The paper contends that regional integration efforts in Europe 

have had a decisive but often unacknowledged influence on regional cooperation outside of Europe. This 

becomes apparent in the timing of decisions for regional cooperation, the institutional structure of these 

regional organizations and clear references in which the experience of European integration is portrayed 

as having model character. These empirical observations suggest that it is necessary to systematically 

incorporate the effects of European integration into regional cooperation efforts outside of Europe. 

Moreover, they raise an important question: Why do regional organizations outside of Europe adopt 

institutions and policies from the EU or other regional organizations? In short, we need to integrate 

theories of diffusion in research on regional integration. 

The influence of European integration on regional organizations outside of Europe will be illustrated 

with a case that is unsuspicious of having emulated the European integration experience: ASEAN. Having 

established ASEAN in 1967, member states have selectively taken over policies and institutions from a 

European context. The most recent adoption, it will be argued, is the ASEAN Charter, issued in November 

2007. The Charter is a novel treaty committing all member states to more binding cooperation in the 

organization. The Charter envisions ASEAN a security, economic and socio-cultural community until 

2015, promises the citizens of ASEAN member states better protection of their human rights and good 

governance and foresees a regional identity emphasizing caring societies and a better income distribution 

(ASEAN Charter 2008). Journalists described the endeavor as providing ASEAN with a “EU-style” set-

up (International Herald Tribune 2007), and contended that Southeast Asian countries had decided 

to construct an economic and political union “modeled on that of the European Union” (EUobserver 

2009).” The decision of Southeast Asian countries is remarkable considering that ASEAN has so far been 

heralded by its members and scholars as an organization that was deliberately set up differently from 

the European Union or its predecessors, the European Economic Community (EEC) and the European 

Community (EC). The so-called “ASEAN Way” of regional cooperation emphasizes constitutive norms that 

make the Westphalian state a centerpiece of regional cooperation, solidifies regional organization based 

on intergovernmentalism and stresses regulative rules like the reaching of consensus among member 

states. Its key characteristic is its low degree of institutional formalization. Over the last decade, ASEAN 

had become a model of its own kind, posing the obvious question: Why this Charter – and why at this 

point of time?

1 The author wishes to acknowledge the joint financial support of the State Foundation of Baden-Württemberg 
and the European Social Fund, the Mershon Center for International Studies at Ohio State University, and the 
Research Group on the “Transformative Power of Europe” which provided funding for this project. For com-
ments on earlier drafts of this manuscript I thank the members of the Jour Fixe at the Freie Universität Berlin, 
Tanja Börzel, Thomas Gehring, Tobias Lenz, Howard Loewen, Philomena Murray, Jürgen Rüland and participants 
of the Second Bamberg Workshop on Comparative Regionalism.
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This paper argues that ASEAN members’ decision to adopt a Charter is only partially driven by a genuine 

regional or functional demand for this institution. Rather, it is an instance of diffusion. The decision 

of ASEAN governments to adopt the Charter is influenced by developments to adopt a Charter by the 

European Union. Member states adopted the Charter because it provided a policy solution for ASEAN’s 

specific cooperation problems at that time.

For theories of regional integration, the approach suggested here brings back a research agenda that has 

been a part of it in the early 1970s but since then has been neglected: Diffusion as an outcome of regional 

integration (Avery 1973). From this perspective, the decision for particular institutional designs is not 

exclusively determined by regional dynamics but at least partly influenced by the institutional and policy 

decisions of other regional organizations. Thus, the paper makes an original general contribution to the 

existing literature on regional integration: It argues that a full account of regional integration processes 

needs to take diffusion processes into consideration. Moreover, the paper contributes to the debate on 

the normative power of Europe and its efforts to promote itself as a model of regional integration (Bicchi 

2006; Farrell 2005; Hyde-Price 2006; Manners 2008). This paper shows that the EU has served as a model 

of regional organization for a long time. If these voluntary adoptions take place, it is important to get 

better knowledge about what determines these adoptions.

The paper is divided into six parts. The first part provides a brief historical overview of ASEAN, thus offering 

ASEAN’s conventional story of a regional organization that developed in the shadow of but autonomously 

from European integration. The second part contrasts this conventional view of ASEAN with evidence 

that ASEAN is in fact an isomorphic organization. It is set up similar to other European institutions, most 

importantly the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) and shares a number of organs with the European 

Union. Over its lifetime, ASEAN has adopted other institutions and policies that are part and parcel of 

the European integration experience. Building on a number of theoretical contributions in the diffusion 

literature (Elkins/Simmons 2005; Levi-Faur 2005; Meseguer 2009; Strang/Meyer 1993), the third part 

screens the theoretical literature on regional integration for potential explanations for these similarities and 

maps it according to a classification of bottom-up or top-down (or vertical) versus horizontal perspectives, 

and independent versus interdependent approaches to regional integration. In this classification, diffusion 

is a distinct type of perspective on regional integration focusing on horizontal influences and stressing 

interdependent relations between regional integration efforts. Here, regional organizations adopt similar 

institutions and make similar policy decisions because of the existence of important models of regional 

integration that serve as exemplars or social laboratories for learning and emulation. The paper illustrates 

diffusion with ASEAN’s decision to adopt an ASEAN Charter to test these claims in part five and concludes 

with some notes on further research.

 

2.  The History of ASEAN: The Conventional View

This section will provide a brief overview of the establishment of ASEAN, its original goals, development 

and key treaties. ASEAN was established in 1967 by five Southeast Asian states, Indonesia, Malaysia, the 

Philippines, Singapore and Thailand, as a regional organization to promote economic integration. ASEAN’s 
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founding document, the Bangkok Declaration, defined the goal of the regional organization vaguely: The 

aim was, most importantly, to “accelerate economic growth, social progress and cultural development 

in the region through joint endeavors in the spirit of equality and partnership in order to strengthen 

the foundation for a prosperous and peaceful community” (Art. 1, Bangkok Declaration) and to promote 

regional peace and stability (Art. 2) through a number of policies in the economic, social, cultural, 

technical, scientific and administrative fields (Art. 3). One of the major rationales of the organization was 

to institutionalize cooperation to gain autonomy and leverage in international affairs.

Official emphasis on economic integration notwithstanding, domestic and international security 

considerations became a pivotal concern of the group. The desire to gain state security and regional 

autonomy by eradicating the internal sources of instability that potentially provided great powers with an 

opportunity to interfere in domestic affairs constituted a great impetus for the group. Thus, Singapore’s 

Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew emphasized in the late 1960s that “[i]n the next hundred years, we shall 

have to live with the fact that at present two, and later three superpowers, will contend in the Pacific and 

Indian oceans to … order the political and economic life to the maximum advantage of each superpower.” 

Narciso Ramos, the Philippines’ former Foreign Minister (until 1968)  and one of the founding fathers of 

ASEAN saw the time come “for a truly concerted struggle against the forces which are arrayed against our 

very survival in these critical and uncertain times”, and Indonesia’s Foreign Minister Adam Malik stated 

that “Indonesia wants to see Southeast Asia develop into a region which can stand on its own feet, strong 

enough to defend itself against negative influence from outside the region” (all quoted in: Jorgensen-Dahl 

1982: 73).

While the goals of regional cooperation are quite similar to the European Union, ASEAN members – 

according to the conventional view – set up their regional organization distinctly different from European 

regional organizations. Rodolfo Severino, ASEAN’s Secretary-General between 1998 and 2002, contends 

that ASEAN took “the route of informality, of eschewing legal formulations and legally binding commitments, 

of avoiding elaborate regional, supranational institutions” (Severino 2006: 4). ASEAN and Asian regionalism 

has become the epitome of a specific network type of governance that appears to be quite distinct from 

the bureaucratized and formalized approach of the European Union (Aggarwal 2005; Jetschke 2009; 

Katzenstein 2005). The so-called “ASEAN Way” of regional cooperation is intergovernmental, and stresses 

informal rules, network-governance, decision-making based on consensus, and conflict avoidance instead 

of conflict management (Acharya 1999a; Caballero-Anthony 2005; Kahler 2000; Khong/Nesadurai 2007: 

33f.; Solingen 2005: 32-36). A number of scholars have argued that it is precisely these norms that have 

promoted peace and provided regional order in Southeast Asia even if these norms deviate remarkably 

from Europe’s emphasis on the transfer of sovereignty, democratic values and human rights. So the key 

argument is that ASEAN constitutes an important counter-model to the European Union, one that has 

achieved significant outcomes in the promotion of economic development and regional security with an 

institutional setup different from that of European organizations (Acharya 2009; Ba 2009; Goldsmith 2007; 

Haftel 2007; Johnston 1999; Kivimäki 2001).2  

2 At the same time, ASEAN’s constitutive norms firmly inscribing the Westphalian state in the regional organization 
are frequently criticized as greatest impediment toward greater efficiency and deeper integration (Narine 2009; 
Ravenhill 2008).
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The conventional ASEAN story emphasizes organizational dissimilarity. While undoubtedly true, ASEAN 

also has a long history of surprising and unacknowledged direct responses to European integration efforts 

and adoptions of European institutions and policies that have remained unappreciated and unexplained. 

The next section therefore first takes a closer look at ASEAN’s institutional design to argue that on a formal 

institutional level ASEAN is isomorphic to other regional organizations in Europe. The next section will 

then, second, point to other surprising similarities of policies and institutions that have so far remained 

undetected. When referring to similarities, I refer to the fact that two things share the same properties. I 

am not assuming functional equivalence or expect that these policies and institutions also have the same 

effects on policies or regional integration.

3. European and Southeast Asian Regional Integration: Tracing the Similarities 

A major claim in the literature on comparative regionalism is that ASEAN has been set up quite differently 

to the European Union (see above). But how different is ASEAN’s institutional set-up in reality? Despite 

the burgeoning literature on ASEAN, we know little about ASEAN’s institutional design (for overviews see: 

Wah 1992, 1995).3 Although much has been made about ASEAN’s “flying circus”4 or the organization’s 

little formalization (Acharya 1999a; Kahler 2000; Solingen 2005), ASEAN started with a structure quite 

similar to all European regional organizations. 

There was, for example, the Nordic Council, established in 1952 as a regional organization between 

the Scandinavian countries (with the exception of Finland) and strongly eschewing supranationalism. 

Focusing on economic cooperation, the institutional design was inter-parliamentary. Until today, it is 

purely intergovernmental, does not issue binding agreements, has a permanent committee structure and 

a Secretary-General. In the Council, only parliamentarians have voting rights, owing to a “Norwegian fear 

that a vote by a member of its government would be interpreted as binding for the government as a whole” 

(Pedersen 1994: 20). There was, second, the European Economic Community, established in 1967 as a 

successor of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) of 1952, with a supranational Commission 

with wide-ranging competences in the economic area. Third, in January 1960, Great Britain, Denmark, 

Norway, Austria, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland founded the EFTA as a competitor to the EC. Like the 

Nordic Council, EFTA did not foresee political goals and institutions or the delegation of sovereignty by its 

member states. EFTA promoted a concept of “open regionalism” as it did not propose a common external 

tariff toward third countries and left the negotiation of external tariffs up to its member states (Haefs/ 

Ziegler 1972: 68).

Viewed against this institutional variety in Europe, ASEAN did not look that dissimilar. In fact, EFTA might 

have served as the institutional template for ASEAN. Apart from small but significant deviations, all four 

regional organizations, ASEAN, the EC5, EFTA and the Nordic Council share a core institutional structure: 

3 Because ASEAN never developed the high profile of the EU, a scholarly discipline on ASEAN “integration” compa-
rable to the EU never developed.

4 Former ASEAN Secretary-General Narciso G. Reyes, as quoted by ASEAN Secretariat, URL: www.aseansec.
org/11850.htm; accessed in July 2008.

5 The European Community (EC) became the European Union after 1992. In the following, I will use both interchan-
geably.
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A council of foreign ministers, meeting at least once a year (twice in the case of the EC and EFTA), with 

a chair rotating among its members and a specialized committee structure attached to it; a standing 

committee organizing work within the council meetings. For example, ASEAN’s Standing Committee 

matches the Standing Committee of the EC, as stipulated by Art. 207 (1) of the EC Treaty and also mirrors 

its competence to establish permanent and ad hoc working committees.  

Further down on an institutional level, all regional organizations share an institutional body representing 

the “head” of administration or “executive”, variously called Secretary-General’s office or – unique to 

the EU: commission – with Deputy Secretary-Generals and functional committees attached to it. The 

EU significantly diverges from this arrangement as it gave the commission an independent staff and 

supranational competences. An interesting similarity between ASEAN and EFTA is the fact that both 

locate their functional committees in member states and not in one location, as in the EU. Neither the 

Nordic Council, nor EFTA or ASEAN initially had a court, which is unique to the EU. In EFTA, a court and a 

parliament were created with the establishment of the European Economic Area (EEA) in 1994. Despite 

these structural similarities, ASEAN is the only regional organization that acquired the image of a “flying 

circus” suggesting an interpretative element in the institutional evaluation of the three organizations.

Despite a greater initial institutional similarity with EFTA or the Nordic Council, there is an interesting 

evolutionary institutional development in ASEAN, likening ASEAN to the EC after 1976. Two institutional 

developments characterize the European Community in the 1970s. These were the establishment of the 

European Council in 1975, an institution responsible for determining the overall direction that European 

integration should take. A further institutional development concerns the institutional strengthening of the 

European Parliament, which European citizens could elect for the first time in 1979. These two institutions 

can also be found in ASEAN. In February 1976, ASEAN member states established a High Council, intended 

as dispute settlement mechanism for the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (but subsequently never 

utilized). And in September 1977, members of ASEAN parliaments formed the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary 

Organization (AIPO) with the specific aim of anchoring ASEAN among the societies of ASEAN members. 

AIPO never assumed competences comparable to the parliament of the European Union, however, and 

its formal status was unclear, with the organization remaining outside ASEAN’s formal decision making 

structure. The institutional structures have thus become more similar over time, but in a very superficial 

way.

Other similarities concern the substantial overlap between the Helsinki Accords of August 1975 and the 

Treaty of Amity and Cooperation and the Treaty of ASEAN Concord of February 1976: These two treaties 

mirror the norms (equality, sovereignty, renunciation from the threat or use of force, territorial integrity, 

peaceful settlement of disputes) and fields of cooperation that the Helsinki Accords establish. In the decade 

after 1997, ASEAN becomes even more similar to the EU, with institutional references to the EU increasing. 

From 1997 onwards, ASEAN organizes its regional cooperation in three areas, collectively referred to as 

“three pillars” of the organization: A political-security pillar, an economic and a socio-cultural pillar. In the 

economic area, ASEAN members now express their goal of establishing an ASEAN Economic Community by 

2015, the first time that ASEAN members explicitly formulate the aim of “regional integration”. We find an 

ASEAN Troika, established in May 2000, representing the former, current, and future Head of the Council 

of Ministers as formal representation of ASEAN’s foreign policies, but equally never utilized (Haacke 2003). 

Table 1 compares major treaty events of regional integration in Europe and Southeast Asia.
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Table 1: Comparison of EU and A SEAN treaty events (1957–2008)
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4.  What Explains Institutional Similarities? – Mapping Theoretical Alternatives   

What explains these similarities? Are they coincidental, an effect of similar external pressures or an 

outcome of diffusion? In this section, I will argue that existing approaches to regional integration have so 

far neglected the horizontal paths existing between regional organizations and affecting their decision-

making. In general, a crucial assumption of most approaches to regional integration is that regional 

integration is a phenomenon that exists independently of other regional integration efforts and can be 

studied accordingly (Beeson 2005; Fawcett 2004; Hettne/Söderbaum 2000; Hurrell 1995; Sbragia 2008). 

Only recently have scholars, aided by an earlier literature on diffusion among regional organizations 

(Avery 1973), begun to systematically look at regional integration as a phenomenon shaped by diffusion 

and transnational processes (Bicchi 2006; Börzel/Risse 2009a; Farrell 2005; Jetschke 2007, 2009; Jetschke/

Rüland 2009; Katsumata 2010 (forthcoming)).

To facilitate the discussion of existing approaches, this section classifies existing approaches according to two 

dimensions: Whether they conceive of regional integration as dependent or interdependent phenomena, 

and whether they look at it from a horizontal or vertical perspective. The distinction between vertical and 

horizontal approaches helps us to classify those approaches that explain decisions for regional integration 

as a top-down process, in which hegemons, international organizations or – increasingly important – the 

impersonal forces of globalization shape regional integration efforts. These four types of situations can 

then be linked to different theoretical literatures in the field of international relations as displayed in Table 

2. Studies focusing on globalization conceive of regional integration as attempts to shield states from the 

negative effects of a globalized economy. A hegemonic coordination perspective assumes that institutions 

have similar characteristics because they have been set up by the same hegemon. The rational design 

of international institutions assumes that regional integration schemes emerge as a result of structural 

or unit type similarities that shape the design of international organizations. In this matrix, diffusion 

approaches represent a type of approach stressing the interdependence between regional arrangements 

and the horizontal transmission of ideas and practices.

Table 2: Typology of explanations for regional integration

Independent Interdependent

Vertical Top-Down Globalization

Expected outcome: Partial 
convergence

Hegemonic coordination

Expected outcome: Similarity (conditional on 
similar strategy of a hegemon)

Bottom-Up Rational design of international 
institutions

Expected outcome: Similarity 
(conditioned by similar cooperation 
problems, similar culture, domestic 

regime type)

Horizontal Diffusion

Expected outcome: Selective similarity
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The next section thus proceeds in two steps for each subsection. First, for each theoretical approach I 

review the literature to specify the hypotheses for the conditions under which it becomes likely that we 

will be able to observe institutional similarity. I then compare this to the available evidence on ASEAN.

Independent-Top-Down: Globalization and Competitive Convergence

An important literature on the effects of globalization expects an increase of regionalization. Here, 

regionalization indicates the emergence of a meso-level governance structure as a viable level at which 

to reconcile conflicting forces: integrative market and technological pressures that are parts and parcels 

of globalization and integration, and the equally visible trends towards fission and fragmentation (Breslin 

et al. 2002; Hamilton-Hart 2003; Payne 2000; Pierre/ Peters 2000).6 According to this literature, states 

within the same region face double pressures: They face economic and ideational pressures from above, 

driven by a dramatic increase in the density and depth of economic interdependence and technological 

progress which create the conditions for an increased diffusion of knowledge, technology and ideas. While 

they compete in increasingly internationalized markets making them to adapt to market pressures, the 

increased flow of ideas contributes to the growth and transnationalization of domestic civil society groups 

that increasingly pressurize their governments to either conform to international standards (e.g. human 

rights, labor rights) or resist market pressures threatening social security systems at home. These partially 

diverging international pressures stimulate regionalism as meso-level governance structures. If based on a 

commonality of culture, history, homogeneity of social systems and values and a convergence of political 

and security interests, regional organizations assume an important role: They generate regional solutions, 

facilitate regional standard-setting and regulation, and guarantee more enforcement and effective 

implementation (Hurrell 1995: 345-346).

This literature expects at least a partial convergence of institutions and policies in regional organizations. 

Since globalization provides competitive pressures on all states in the system, the variation in regional 

design can be located at a state level: The more similar states are with regards to culture and their domestic 

structure, the more likely is it that we will observe similarities in institutional design and policies. Regional 

organizations will always reflect the institutionalization of political demands by state governments to find 

solutions that satisfy both, the competitive pressures of partially globalized markets and the political 

demands of transnationalized domestic constituencies. There is, however, a great consensus that 

Southeast Asian states are dissimilar to European ones. They vary regarding their domestic regime type 

(authoritarian, democratic), their history and their religion. While this approach correctly predicts the 

direction of regional organization and its hybrid character, it is, however, under-determined; hence it does 

not predict specific regulations or institutions to deal with the rising pressures of globalization. And it does 

not specify the conditions under which we will see similarities in non-economic areas like governance or 

security, as we observe in the case of the  emergence of the Helsinki norms in an Asian context.

6 This literature also strongly resonates with concepts of “regional governance” on a sub-state level which focuses 
on the steering capacities of territorial subsystems (see Fürst 2007; Hettne and Söderbaum 2000).
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Interdependent-Top-Down: Vertical Coordination through the US or the EU

Vertical explanations discuss organizational similarity as a response of national policy makers to exogenous 

and often common pressures from various international sources on national political communities (Levi-

Faur/Jordana 2005b: 25). From a Realist and Neo-Liberal point of view, regional organizations might be 

similar because they have been set up by the same hegemon “powerful enough to maintain the essential 

rules governing interstate relations, and willing to do so” (Keohane/Nye 1977: 44). For this to achieve, 

hegemons do not have to exclusively rely on coercion. They rely to a considerable degree on ideological 

power and the willingness of other states to consent (Keohane 1984: 34-38). In this line of argument, 

the ultimate goal of regional organizations to promote free trade among its members can be explained 

by the predominance of the US (and previously Great Britain) in the global economy (Ikenberry 1989; 

Katzenstein 2005; Krasner 1976). This includes the active promotion of regional organizations, historically 

most importantly by the US, more recently by the EU (Börzel/Risse 2009a; Grugel 2004; Kupchan 1998). 

This approach thus predicts similarity in institutions and policies if hegemons adopt the same strategy 

toward different regions. In the case of Asia, the empirical evidence does not support this assumption. 

As a number of authors have argued, the US adopted diverging strategies toward European and Asian 

integration, resulting in an emphasis on multilateralism in the case of Europe and bilateralism in the case 

of Asia (Beeson 2005; Green/ Bates 2009; Hemmer and Katzenstein 2002).

One of the most important analyses in this regard is Peter Katzenstein’s A World of Regions: Europe and 

Asia in the American Imperium (2005). Katzenstein explains variations of regionalism, defined as “porous 

regional orders”, in Europe and Asia. For Katzenstein, the empirical similarities between Europe and Asia 

basically boil down to a relative openness toward international trade. While the European Economic 

Community was set up as a common market with a common external tariff, the export orientation of 

ASEAN member states led to an “open regionalism”. Both regional organizations, by being embedded 

in a global economy that was significantly shaped by the US, became “porous” regions. But this is as 

far as Katzenstein’s explanation gets us. The formal design of regionalism is then significantly shaped 

by the “core states” Japan and Germany which anchored US policy in the region. Thus, if it comes to 

institutional similarity, Katzenstein sees two different types: “Europe illustrates with particular clarity the 

material, formal, and political aspects of regionalism; Asia, the imagined, informal, and economic ones” 

(Katzenstein 2005: 36; Kupchan 1998).

One could argue that the accumulation of similar decisions stems from deliberate EU efforts to promote 

itself as model of regional cooperation and institution building (Bicchi 2006; Börzel and Risse 2009b; Farrell 

2005). Representatives of both regional organizations have been meeting formally in the framework of 

bilateral (organization-to-organization) meetings since the mid-1970s. Since 1996, members of both 

organizations meet in the Asia-Europe Meeting Process (ASEM), a dialogue forum convening at least every 

two years. ASEM has become the epitome of interregionalism (Gilson 2005; Hänggi et al. 2006). Even if 

the EU is not a hegemon as the United States are (Telò 2001), the fact that the EU is the target of exports 

of many regions outside of Europe provides it with potential influence over regional affairs. Moreover, the 

EU Commission has formulated its willingness to promote regional organizations and to replicate its own 

integration experience elsewhere. The key documents are COM (95)219 entitled “European Community 

Support for Regional Economic Integration Efforts Among Developing Countries”, and COM (2003)399/4 

entitled “A New Partnership with South East Asia”, specifically targeting ASEAN. Within the framework of 
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the ASEAN-EU Program of Regional Integration Support (APRIS) and a Plan of Action signed in November 

2007, the EU has offered financial support to ASEAN aiming particularly at strengthening the institutional 

capacity of the ASEAN Secretariat and generally fostering regional cooperation.7 During the two project 

phases of APRIS (2003-2006; 2006-November 2009) the EU supported ASEAN in its development of 

programmatic cooperation and provided technical assistance concerning standard setting and procedures. 

Much of the input for ASEAN’s Vientiane Program of Action of 2004 aiming to achieve an ASEAN Economic 

Community seems to have come through APRIS.8 

Thus, a vertical coordination perspective might particularly explain ASEAN member states’ recent increase 

of references to the EU and its determination to establish an ASEAN Community until 2015. It does not 

explain, however, why we find similar decisions before 1995. When the EU consciously started promoting 

itself as a model, Asian governments blocked these pressures. For example, it was in the 1990s that ASEAN 

distinctly distanced itself in its rhetoric from European integration, as becomes evident in the ASEAN 

Vision 2020 of 1997, where ASEAN speaks of a “concert of nations” and individual ASEAN members, like 

Singapore, actively promoted an alternative set of norms based on unique Asian values (Emmerson 1995; 

Kausikan 1994, 1997). To sum up, while explanations focusing on region-building through hegemonic 

power in Europe and Asia potentially explain similarities, the empirical applications come to the opposite 

conclusion: Given the strategies of hegemons, Asian regionalism constitutes a type of cooperation that is 

quite different from regional cooperation elsewhere.

Independent-Bottom-Up: The Rational Design of International Institutions

From the perspective of rational institutionalism in general and its more limited derivative program of 

the rational design of international institutions (RDII) (Koremenos et al. 2001), regional integration in Asia 

and in Europe might be similar because both organizations adapt rationally (and frequently) to similar 

structural contexts. International institutions have common causes – a functional demand for information, 

rules, and arbitration (Keohane 1984) – but vary as a function of the nature of cooperation problems. 

Coordination and collaboration problems require different institutional designs: Coordination problems 

elicit institutions that provide decision rules, whereas cooperation problems foster institutions that provide 

strong monitoring and enforcement mechanisms (Stein 2008). Similar decisions are then an outcome 

of adaptation, that is, an independent decision to similar structural situations. The research program of 

the rational design of international institutions adds sophistication to this approach, as it additionally 

conditions the design on the configuration of distribution problems, enforcement problems, the number 

of actors as well as asymmetries between them, and uncertainty (Koremenos et al. 2001).

A key study that can be linked to this approach is Walter Mattli’s The Logic of Regional Integration: Europe 

and Beyond (1999). According to Mattli, regional organizations start with similar aims and goals and they 

develop a similar dynamic over their lifeime especially if two necessary and jointly sufficient conditions 

7 See the description of the European Commission on ASEAN at URL: http://ec.europa.eu/external_relations/
asean/index_en.htm, accessed on April 6, 2010.

8 The program details can be retrieved from APRIS’ webpage at URL: http://www.aseansec.org/apris2/index.htm, 
last access April 06, 2010. 
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for further integration are met: Successful economic integration – and by extension a deepening and 

enlargement of the regional organization – is likely if there is a regional hegemon who initially supplies 

the rules for all members and enforces them unilaterally; moreover, integration is likely if on the 

demand side of regional integration members develop sufficient market complementarities that foster 

economic interdependencies. According to Mattli, these conditions are not given in ASEAN, explaining the 

organization’s failed integration experience in comparison to other, more successful integration schemes 

(Mattli 1999). 

On a more optimistic note, but observing a similar dynamic, Khong Yuen-Foong and Helen Nesadurai observe 

a substantial institutional evolution of ASEAN since the 1990s. Starting from a minimal institutional design 

in which member states were not prepared to delegate sovereignty to ASEAN, an institutional evolution, 

task and membership expansion has occurred with members having become more willing to submit their 

national interests to regional welfare. They illustrate these logics with regards to the ASEAN Free Trade 

Area (AFTA) and the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) established in 1994. Moreover, given ASEAN’s new 

initiatives aiming at an ASEAN Economic Community, they see a significant departure from the “ASEAN 

Way” in this area (Khong/Nesadurai 2007).

Thus, while they differ in their ultimate evaluation of ASEAN, these authors converge on the position 

that once regional organizations have been established they are likely to develop in a similar direction, 

toward a gradual deepening and sectoral and territorial widening of their cooperation. Note here, that the 

institutional development is not specifically conditional on domestic institutional structures, emphasized 

by liberal approaches (Marks et al. 2008; Milner and Kubota 2005). Thus, this explanation particularly 

accounts for a parallel but independent development of regional organizations that we might suspect to 

operate in the parallel development of ASEAN and the EU as displayed in Table 1.

A rational-functionalist explanation for institutional similarity faces two shortcomings, however. The 

first one concerns the rationality of ASEAN’s design. Most authors see a significant difference between 

ASEAN and the EU concerning both, its institutional formalization and subsequent achievements. Despite 

ASEAN’s reputation as “one of the most successful regional organizations outside of Europe” (Henry 2007) 

its institutional design is regularly criticized as too weak to address the nature of cooperation problems 

that ASEAN faces in the region (Collins 2007; Ravenhill 2008). And its cooperation projects are usually 

evaluated as too ambitious given the willingness of its members and the state of integration in ASEAN, 

as becomes apparent in the assessment of the ASEAN Charter. Taken together, the implication of both of 

these observations is, as Kahler has noted, that the characteristics of Asia-Pacific institutions undermine 

a demand driven and rationalist explanation of institutions (Kahler 2000: 559). This becomes apparent 

in ASEAN’s tendency to set up institutions that it subsequently does not utilize, such as the High Council 

or AIPO which remained unconnected to ASEAN’s institutional structure until 2007. More generally, RDII 

has been criticized for being unable to evaluate the rationality of institutions independently of actors’ 

preferences. Proponents of RDII assume rather than show that the chosen design reflects rational, i.e. 

efficient solutions to cooperation problems (Thompson 2010).9 

9 As Keohane puts it, there should be a sound functional argument that provides good reasons to believe in a 
causal connection between the functions that an institution performs on the one hand and its existence on the 
other. Otherwise a rational explanation is prone to the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy (Keohane 1984: 81). Alex 
Thompson more generally makes the claim that RDII approaches usually assume a functional demand for specific 
institutions without demonstrating this empirically (Thompson 2010).
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Second, as becomes apparent in most studies on ASEAN, this literature starts from the observation that 

there is a significant difference between ASEAN and the EU, but also European regional cooperation more 

generally. But as we have seen, ASEAN’s institutional design was not as unique as many authors have 

contended, especially if evaluated in the larger context of European integration. EFTA and the Nordic 

Council also never developed the institutional machinery of the EU or its supranationalism. In sum, existing 

functional explanations provide a theoretical tool to explain institutional similarity, but in their empirical 

application to ASEAN they have failed to observe and then explain the phenomenon of similar institutional 

structures and policies.

The next section introduces diffusion approaches to explain similarities in regional designs and policies.

5.  Interdependent-Horizontal: Diffusion

Diffusion approaches in general try to explain the spatial spread of institutions, rules and practices over 

time. Diffusion is the process through which specific practices and institutions spread through specific social 

channels of communication. It is also a phenomenon characterized by interdependent decision-making 

in which the time of adoption matters (Katz et al. 1963): The adoption of specific policies or institutions 

increases the likelihood of adoption of these institutions by other actors (Dolowitz/Marsh 2000; Elkins/

Simmons 2005; Meseguer 2009). Diffusion is a social view of international relations, assuming that actors 

observe each others’ actions and decisions and act accordingly (Levi-Faur/Jordana 2005a). 

Diffusion is not new to regional integration scholarship. Perhaps the oldest statement on the potential 

diffusion of regional integration is William P. Avery’s contention that “integration methods, styles, ideas, 

devices, and such – particularly those of an innovative nature – have some impact and influence beyond 

the boundaries of the region within which they originate” (Avery 1973: 550). Regional integration schemes 

could be treated like innovations that diffuse under specific conditions. Avery was centrally concerned 

with specifying the conditions under which “lessons” of European integration diffused to other regions. He 

referred to this type of transfer as “extra-regional echoing”. Using the example of the Carribean Free Trade 

Association (Carifta), he showed that Carifta borrowed heavily from the Andean Common Market and 

the Andean Common Market borrowed from the EEC. More recently, Shaun Breslin and Richard Higgott 

contend that timing and emulation explain the variation among regional institution-building between 

Europe and other regions. Region-builders “learn from the EU’s experience,” they “emulate” specific 

features of the EU, or, “deliberately avoid replicating them” (Breslin and Higgott 2000: 342). Thus, the 

approach that I am suggesting is not new, but it has rarely been theorized as diffusion.

That region-builders observe other regional organizations is well documented (Dosch 1997: 206-213). 

For example, Philippine Foreign Minister Inche Zaiton Ibrahim told journalists in 1962, that Southeast 

Asian governments looked at the European Common Market for lessons. They were “learning”: “We can 

condense this all and can benefit from the experiences and mistakes” (as quoted in Dosch 1997: 208). The 

Malaysian Minister of Finance Tan Siew Sin indicated just four years later that he was “looking forward to 

the ultimate creation of a Southeast Asian Common Market comparable to the European Common Market” 

(as quoted in: Dosch 1997: 208). Thanat Khoman, the former Thai foreign minister reported in 1992 that 

“for many of us and for me in particular, our model has been and still is, the European Community, not 
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because I was trained there, but because it is the most suitable form for us living in this part of the world – 

in spite of our parallel economies which are quite different from the European ones” (Khoman 1992: xix).

The literature on diffusion offers a sophisticated analytical toolkit to study processes of diffusion. In general, 

two measures are adopted by this literature indicating diffusion: 1) The timing of adoptions of particular 

policies and institutions, amounting a clustering of decisions (Elkins/Simmons 2005; Meseguer 2009), and 

2) the similarity of the policies or institutions to be compared. However, it is important to notice that 

diffusion approaches do not assume that these institutions or policies assume the same functions in new 

contexts: “Echoing does not necessarily involve functional equivalence, since that which is copied may 

serve different purposes or have different effects in different areas” (Avery 1973: 550f.).  If decisions 

cluster in time and space, if there are clear references to policies or institutions that might serve as model, 

and if there is an institutional similarity, these are good indications for diffusion processes.

As outlined above and documented in Table 1, decisions by members of the EU and ASEAN cluster in 

time and space. The clustering that I observe is not cross-national (among different states as units of 

analysis) but cross-regional (between the EU and ASEAN) and cross-temporal: Over time, both institutions 

adopt similar policies and institutions.10 In this context, it is important to note that – perhaps with the 

exception of the Singapore Summit in 1992 – all decisions taken by ASEAN member states occur after 

similar decisions have been made in Europe. They question is why and through which mechanisms these 

similarities emerge.

The literature on diffusion has developed a sophisticated set of causal mechanisms through which ideas, 

policies and institutions diffuse (Elkins/Simmons 2005; Meseguer 2005; Rogers 1983): States adopt similar 

policies about the same time because they learn from each other. In this case, they acquire important 

information on the effectiveness of a specific policy or institution that they use to their advantage. But 

learning can go wrong in numerous ways, because actors are only bounded rational and use several cognitive 

heuristics to process information (Tversky/Kahnemann 1982). Social networks, epistemic communities 

and international organizations not only constitute channels allowing for the quick transmittal of ideas 

and knowledge, they sometimes artificially create demands for policies or act as teachers of norms, 

militating against rational learning (Barnett/Finnemore 2005). And at other times actors adopt policies 

or institutions because they want to become more like their role models. A strong sociological literature 

argues that actors mimic others because this confers legitimacy (Meyer/Rowan 1977; Strang/Meyer 1993). 

Actors are less concerned about the efficiency of a policy innovation but celebrate its symbolic value of 

belonging to a community.

Most of the diffusion literature employs quantitative cross-national measures to empirically test specific 

diffusion mechanisms (Knill 2005; Meseguer 2005). My goal in this paper is primarily to show that diffusion 

between regional organizations takes place. Therefore, I will focus on a single adoption decision and show 

that this decision cannot be explained without taking horizontal influences into account.

10 I thank Tobias Lenz for pointing this out.
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6.  The Charter of Europe and the ASEAN Charter

In November 2008, the ASEAN Charter came into effect. The 30-page long document symbolizes a landmark 

decision in ASEAN’s forty-year long history. It lays out in detail a plan to establish an ASEAN Community by 

2020 and presents ASEAN members full endorsement of a European Union-style regional organization, at 

least if we look at ASEAN’s institutional set-up (see also EU Centre 2009). With the exception of an ASEAN 

court, members have now taken on board all EU institutions that the organization previously lacked or 

that had not been part of the decision-making procedure of ASEAN. For example, AIPO has been renamed 

into ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary Assembly and members have established a Committee of Permanent 

Representatives similar to the Committee of Permanent Representatives in the EU (Coreper).

The key question that needs to be answered is whether the ASEAN Charter can be explained independently 

of events in Europe. This is the more important as ASEAN representatives and policy-makers in public 

create the impression that the Charter was adopted out of a genuine functional demand for it (Koh et al. 

2009). The Charter was necessary because of the level of economic integration that ASEAN has achieved 

over its decades of cooperation. Amitav Acharya, in his function as policy advisor, argues:

“[T]he most important considerations seem to be the deepening and legalization of ASEAN. Since the 

end of the Cold War, ASEAN has grown extensively. Its membership has expanded to include all 10 

nations of Southeast Asia, fulfilling the original vision of its founding fathers to unite the region. New 

areas of cooperation have also been incorporated such as environmental and financial issues as well 

as counter-terrorism. But this broadening has taken place without the significant strengthening of 

ASEAN’s institutions. Now is the time for ASEAN to change that” (Acharya 2005: 2).  

Fidel Ramos, the Philippine former President and member of the Eminent Persons Group drafting the 

Charter, equally argued: “Now that the ASEAN is moving beyond regional cooperation to integration, it 

needs a Charter to provide a juridical personality, create a mechanism for the redress of grievances, and 

a legal mandate to enforce agreements“ (Manila Times 2006). For Singapore’s Senior Minister Goh Chok 

Tong, ASEAN was faced with an existential choice posed by geostrategic changes: “Integrate further or 

vegetate.” (The Straits Times 2006). The two magnetic fields India and China might pull ASEAN members 

into different directions Singapore’s Prime Minister Lee invoked the same reasoning, adding urgency: 

“Time is of the essence, as our competitors are maintaining their pace and forging ahead“.  And for Surin 

Pitsuwan, ASEAN’s current Secretary-General, the Charter constitutes an integration step, ultimately 

promoting ASEAN’s autonomy in shaping its external environment. If it wanted to “remain in the driver’s 

seat” of regional-community building, then ASEAN needs a “driver’s license,” and that was coming in the 

form of a charter.  Indonesia’s Foreign Minister Marty Natalegawa promotes the traditional ASEAN line: 

One function of the Charter lies in shielding ASEAN member states from outside interference by other 

states. Failure to take a common stance toward human rights would open an opportunity for regional 

powers to “settle the case” by “intervention” (Antara 2004; International Herald Tribune 2007). 

However, such explanations seeking to explain the ASEAN Charter independently of Europe fail to account 

for the specific type of institution. It is not clear how the Charter increases member states’ commitment, 

especially as ASEAN does not depart from its main decision-making principle, consensus; the Charter 

also confirms ASEAN’s commitment to constitutive principles like the non-interference principle, the 

sovereignty of members and territorial integrity, potentially blocking the full implementation of the 
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Charter especially regarding democratic governance and human rights. And while one might concede 

that ASEAN’s level of economic integration has risen, making some increased commitment and dispute 

settlement necessary, one might still ask whether the Charter is the right instrument to promote this 

goal. Given member states’ reluctance to transfer sovereignty, it might have been sufficient to commit 

members to strengthen the secretariat’s monitoring and sanctioning capabilities. European integration 

has proceeded without a charter for more than fifty years and an elaborated Charter eventually failed to 

pass a referendum in France and the Netherlands. So the question here is, why have members issued a 

Charter that references the European Union and creates higher expectations than ASEAN members can 

possibly meet? A functional logic does not explain why the functional demand that ASEAN representatives 

undoubtedly perceive is met in the form of the Charter that has clear references to the European Charter, 

like the single legal personality, an anthem or a flag.

Interdependent decision-making (diffusion) might help to shed some light on the question why the Charter 

was adopted. Process-tracing of the historical path leading to the Charter and the choice sequences 

suggest that the most likely explanation for the ASEAN Charter is that the European Charter provided a 

specific policy solution for ASEAN  leading members to import from ‘abroad’.  This explanation suggests 

itself when looking at the timing of the Charter process in ASEAN and the specific content of the Charter. 

ASEAN also cross-references the EU in its internal documents. And specific scope conditions are present in 

the case of ASEAN making an adoption from abroad likely.

Timing: The idea of adopting the Charter surfaced in the context of, but after the start of debates on 

a European Charter. In December 2000, the Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) that had drafted the 

Charter of Fundamental Human Rights and concluded the Treaty of Nice adopted a “Declaration on 

the Future of the Union”, expressing the need for more reflection on the Unions constitution. One year 

later, the European Council meeting in Laeken set out the parameters of this process of constitutional 

reflection and established a “Convention on the Future of Europe”. That convention commenced its work 

in February 2002 and presented its draft “Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe” to the European 

Council in July 2003. In autumn 2003, the IGC convened to deliberate on the Convention draft. The Treaty 

establishing a Constitution for Europe was officially signed on 29 October 2004. The date for entering into 

force was envisioned for 1 November 2006 (Dougan 2008: 618-624).

The idea for an ASEAN Charter surfaced four months after the IGC had taken up its work, in July 2002: 

Then, Todong Mulya Lubis, a respected Indonesian human rights lawyer, advocated the idea of an “ASEAN 

Charter of Human Rights” in an article in the Jakarta Post. He argued that ASEAN needed a regional human 

rights mechanism that would be ideally embedded in a Charter (Jakarta Post 2002). In October 2003, 

shortly after the IGC had started its deliberations, ASEAN’s Senior Officials Meeting (SOM) announced 

that ASEAN would develop a Charter, issued as Bali Concord II (Malaysia General News 2003). Another 

six months later, Indonesia, chairing ASEAN at this time, suggested the formation of an ASEAN Charter of 

Rights and Obligations and an ASEAN Regional Commission on Human Rights “to create a solid community” 

and “prevent possible intervention by countries outside the organization” (Antara 2004). Then, the 

principal process of drafting the ASEAN Charter was taken in two steps: At the ASEAN summit of 2005, 

members established an Eminent Persons Group (EPG) to consult widely and to eventually recommend 

“bold and visionary” ideas for the Charter. Similar to the Convention, which assembled members of states, 

the European Parliament, national parliaments and the Commission, the EPG ensured the integration of 

important interests in the drafting process. The EPG consulted with former ASEAN Secretary-Generals, 
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business leaders, scholars and researchers as well as representatives of civil society. But the EPG also 

undertook a study trip to Brussels to learn from the European Union’s “success and failures” (Koh et 

al. 2007). Since the Constitution was now off the table in Europe, having failed to be accepted in France 

and the Netherlands, European policy makers willingly passed on their experience to an ASEAN expert 

community. A key lesson ASEAN policy makers could learn was to base their cooperation “on agreements or 

treaties that are easy to understand and are transparent.” (Holm 2006) Klavs A. Holm, a Danish government 

representative claimed that the Charter had not addressed key concerns over giving the EU too much 

power. Consequently, ASEAN members should clearly describe the distribution of power between the 

union and member states (Holm 2006). The ASEAN Charter was eventually signed on 1 November 2007 

and entered into force one year later after the ratification by all ASEAN member states.

Similarities and cross-referencing: Despite the obvious parallels between the two Charter processes, no 

single official statement by ASEAN representatives indicates that the EU Charter served as model for the 

ASEAN Charter. ASEAN will have a legal personality, the structure is – as noted at the beginning – “EU-

like” and ASEAN will have identity promoting symbols, like an anthem, a flag, a common motto, just as 

the European Union originally planned. However, the Secretariat cross-references the EU Charter in its 

documents, pointing out the areas where ASEAN has “outdone” the EU Charter, as in the case of the 

working language and an ASEAN identity (ASEAN 2007).

The key question is why ASEAN members adopted a Charter modeled after the European one. The presence 

of APRIS experts in the ASEAN Secretariat might account for some similarity, but not for ASEAN member 

states’ principle willingness to adopt external advice, especially as the Charter’s human rights provisions 

potentially signal a break with the “ASEAN Way”. Two scope conditions prevalent in the diffusion literature 

explain the adoption: Policy crisis and uncertainty about ASEAN’s future and the perceived similarity 

between ASEAN and EU member states.

Policy crisis and uncertainty about ASEAN’s future: When the first idea of a Charter came up, ASEAN was 

in its greatest crisis of legitimacy since its establishment. During the mid-1990s, ASEAN had successfully 

established itself as a respectable regional organization of its own kind. The unique economic success of 

its member states over the previous decades had made members self-confident. This allowed them to 

emerge as the only serious challenger of Western states’ hegemony especially if it comes to the definition 

of global norms like human rights and democratic values. Representatives of members of ASEAN figured 

prominently in the so-called “Asian Values debate” of the early 1990s, in which Asian states presented 

themselves as successful models of economic development (the Asian “economic miracle”) and nation-

building (Chan 1997; Kausikan 1994; Ng 1997). It was during this time, that ASEAN also distanced itself 

rhetorically from the European integration experience as a model (Dosch 1997). During the Kuala Lumpur 

summit in December 1997, member states for the first time spoke of a “Concert of Southeast Asian 

Nations” in their ASEAN Vision 2020, suggesting that ASEAN will develop into a loose intergovernmental 

conference for the management of regional affairs.

However, this position was deeply challenged during the Asian financial crisis of 1997-1999 and the 

difficulties for ASEAN members to deal with the domestic problems in the new member states Myanmar 

and Cambodia. The economic crisis not only seriously challenged Asia’s development model, but also 

ASEAN’s ability to provide regional order. It was widely feared that the withering of Asian states’ main basis 

of political legitimacy would “fuel nationalism, undermine regional co-operation, and foster confrontation 

over long-standing territorial and other disputes” (Acharya 1999b).
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The Asian financial crisis destroyed the dream of “a strong, prosperous, harmonious and internationally 

oriented regional grouping” (Hill 1999: 1) that seemed to be within reach in 1996. In the public perception, 

ASEAN proved unable to unify members behind a collective approach to the crisis (Higgott 1998; Rüland 

2000; Soesatro 1999). Its constitutive principles came under heavy attack, most importantly the non-

interference principle and the consensus principle (Haacke 2003). ASEAN’s inability to provide leadership 

during the East Timor crisis in 1999 and to censure Myanmar for its human rights violations also impacted 

negatively on ASEAN’s public perception (Cotton 2001). In short, ASEAN members faced a severe crisis, 

making them open to search for effective solutions to it.

Identification with Europe: A number of perceived similarities between the EU and ASEAN members made 

the Charter a fit for ASEAN members: In terms of foreign policy, the security predicament of the EU and 

ASEAN did not appear that dissimilar: Like ASEAN, the EU also faced its greatest foreign policy crisis in 

1999, when it was unable to react to the humanitarian catastrophe in Kosovo. Like ASEAN in the case of 

East Timor, the European Union was ill-equipped to deal with a foreign policy challenge of this magnitude, 

given that the area of foreign and security policy was the least integrated on a European level. Thus, it fell 

on NATO and – most importantly – the US, not the EU, to organize a humanitarian intervention in Kosovo 

in 1999. If the Charter was a reaction to these policy failures, then there was a clear rational for ASEAN 

members to emulate that policy, if it failed in similar cases, East Timor and Myanmar. In terms of economic 

policy, observers noted similarities between the EU and ASEAN: The similar disparity in the economies of 

its constitutive members, which would impede more integration (Kate/Adam 2009).

As we see here, the most likely explanations for the why, when and how of the ASEAN Charter is a process of 

diffusion through which the idea of a European Charter was transmitted to Southeast Asia. What remains 

to be specified in future work is the exact causal mechanism through which the Charter idea diffused.

7.  Conclusion: Implications for the Study of Regionalism and Diffusion

This paper has argued that diffusion processes between regional organizations deserve a systematic place 

in the field of regional integration studies. The fact that a regional organization like ASEAN that has been 

heralded as a success model of its own kind seems to have been systematically influenced by the European 

integration experience comes to a surprise. I have argued that specific institutions and policies that ASEAN 

has adopted can only be explained by taking horizontal processes of diffusion into account. 

Diffusion approaches and studies on policy transfers offer a diverse analytical toolkit for explaining 

similarities in policies and institutions that regional integration studies can utilize. The European integration 

process has definitely served as model for regional integration outside of Europe. But we know little about 

what exactly has diffused, through which channels and causal mechanisms. This line of research offers a 

productive transformation of the standard question that has engaged studies on comparative regionalism 

for a long time: To what extent can the European Union serve as a model for regional integration outside 

of Europe? The integration of diffusion and policy transfer approaches offers a theoretical framework to 

explain the de facto transfer of policies and institutions and to explain similarities and differences between 

regional organizations. I do not claim that diffusion is the only explanation for similarities and differences 

between regional organizations. I suggest that an increasing amount of institutional and policy innovations 

in regional organizations are likely to be affected by processes of diffusion.
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A second useful line of inquiry is the question whether distinct diffusion mechanisms, like mimicking 

or learning are systematically associated with policy success and failure. Many regional organizations 

outside of Europe are considered “failures” in terms of their inability to implement their own stated 

goals. Diffusion and its associated mechanisms might help us to explain these occurrences. In sum, if the 

observation is in principle correct that regional integration schemes diffuse, then this suggests that much 

can be gained by taking again a closer look at regional integration processes, but this time by investigating 

in interdependencies between these organizations.
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