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Abstract

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, questions about the survival of the 
OSCE have taken an acute form. However, the war in Ukraine is not the only crisis facing the 
OSCE. The Organization has long been challenged by institutional deadlock, boycotts, budget 
cuts, increasing great power conflict, and growing contestation from nationalist and populist 
leaders. The question is therefore: How can the OSCE respond to such challenges to increase 
its resilience? In this paper I analyze various historical crises faced by the League of Nations and 
consider the extent to which institutional “coping strategies” during this era offer lessons for the 
present. Although the League was ultimately dissolved, many of its individual agencies live on 
in the United Nations. The paper provides recommendations for how to apply lessons from the 
League with a view to strengthening the OSCE’s resilience.
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Introduction

Since the early 2000s, OSCE supporters 
have wrestled with how the Organization 
can contribute to resolving conflicts in 
the territories of the former Soviet Union 
and de-escalate growing tensions between 
Russia and the West. Lately, this question 
has taken an acute form: How can the 
OSCE survive large-scale warfare between 
two of its participating States? How 
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can the Organization survive growing 
hostility from participating States so that 
it may contribute to future European se­
curity dialogue and confidence­building?

The literature in International Rela­
tions has considered how joint member­
ship in international organizations (IOs) 
can reduce the risk of inter-state war, but 
less attention has been paid to how IOs 
can survive violent conflicts among mem­
ber states. Viewed from a historical per­
spective, the OSCE’s survival odds look 
slim. Looking at the survivability of IOs 
across the past two centuries, studies have 
found that security organizations have 
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the lowest survival rates, with organiza­
tional deaths peaking during times of 
war or economic crisis.1 The Great De­
pression and the world wars killed off 
most existing security-focused IOs.2 His­
tory also offers examples of IOs terminat­
ing due to violent conflict among pairs of 
member states. The Development Bank 
of the Great Lakes States was terminated 
after Rwanda invaded Zaire3 in 1996 to 
defeat rebel groups taking refuge there 
in the wake of the 1994 Rwandan civil 
war. Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 
is widely said to have undermined the 
League of Nations (LoN), although pre­
vious failures to check inter-state aggres­
sion had already shaken its foundations. 
If these historical examples are anything 
to go by, the outlook for the OSCE is 
bleak. 

The war in Ukraine is far from the 
only crisis facing the OSCE: institution­
al deadlock, boycotts, budget cuts, in­
creasing great power conflict, and grow­
ing contestation from nationalist and 
populist leaders all present acute chal­
lenges to the OSCE. How can the 
OSCE respond to such challenges to 
increase its resilience? In considering 
this question, it is instructive to explore 
how economic crises, great power con­
flicts, and nationalist populism have af­
fected IOs in the past. The last period 
of hyper-nationalism, de-globalization, 
and democratic backsliding began in 
the late 1920s and lasted until the end 
of World War II. Protectionism rose, 
authoritarian populism spread in Euro­
pe and beyond, and both great powers 
and smaller states turned away from 
the LoN and other multilateral organiza­

tions towards ad hoc, bilateral diploma­
cy.4 Many IOs were terminated during 
this period or saw their memberships 
and mandates reduced. Others, however
—including many League agencies—sur­
vived and continued to expand their 
functions. 

This paper looks “under the hood” 
of the LoN and other IOs during the 
interwar period and examines whether 
the “coping strategies” they employed 
hold lessons for the OSCE. My analy­
sis draws on recently released archival 
records of the League and previous aca­
demic research. International organiza­
tion archives contain official documents 
(conference proceedings, speeches, work­
ing papers, official reports, treaties, agree­
ments) and operational information such 
as internal briefing papers, budgets, 
staffing reports, and the correspondence 
of senior staff. These sources provide cru­
cial insights regarding the goals, inter­
ests, and perceived challenges faced by 
IOs during geopolitical crises, allowing 
us to drill further into the important de­
tail of how IO agents perceive and man­
age member state conflict and pushback 
against their authority.

Looking to the LoN for lessons about 
IO resilience may seem unorthodox. The 
League has long been regarded as a 
failed experiment in international co-op­
eration. Recently, however, international 
historians and IR scholars have begun 
to reassess the League’s legacy, pointing 
out that important elements of its insti­
tutional structures have lived on in the 
UN.5 In rewriting the League’s legacy, 
scholars have considered the ways in 
which its Secretariat and staff shaped 
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its evolution during its twenty­five­year 
existence, providing detailed evidence 
of how its central institutions—in co-op­
eration with supportive member states 
and transnational actors—wrestled with 
membership strife, treaty denunciations, 
shrinking budgets, and populist push­
back (with varying degrees of success). 
Although the League was ultimately dis­
solved, these individual fights for survival 
can teach us much about how IOs battle 
adversity. Ultimately, we can learn from 
failure as well as success. In what follows, 
I consider various dimensions of crisis 
faced by the League and other interwar 
IOs and conclude with recommendations 
for how lessons can be applied to the 
OSCE today.

Budget crisis

A major challenge facing the OSCE is 
a steady reduction in its annual budget 
(in real terms).6 In this regard, the OSCE 
has much in common with the League. 
The League began its activities in 1920 at 
a time of considerable economic distress 
and national opposition to “wasteful” in­
ternational institutions given the destitu­
tion caused by war. Between 1922 and 
1926, the League’s budget increased by 
only 5 percent, while its employed staff 
grew by 27 percent.7 To economize on 
resources, traveling was discouraged; doc­
uments and minutes could not always be 
printed.8 

Yet such penny-pinching fell far short 
of balancing the books, and therefore 
ways for the League to fulfill its tasks 
had to be found. Since the chief task 

of the Secretariat was to gather and dis­
seminate information, issue recommen­
dations, and produce expert reports, 
agreements were reached with individual 
governments and other IOs to gather 
and disseminate their research and sta­
tistical data, thus reducing operational 
costs.9 Another way to cut costs was to 
lean on private actors. From 1922, the 
American Rockefeller Foundation made 
a series of grants to the League’s Health 
Organization (LHO). During the 1930s, 
these amounted to approximately half 
a million Swiss francs per year.10 Be­
tween 1933 and 1942, the Rockefeller 
Foundation also funded research by the 
Secretariat’s Economic Intelligence Ser­
vice on combatting economic depression, 
contributing one-third of its budget at its 
peak.11 Likewise, the League’s substantial 
investigations into trafficking in women 
and children were funded by the Ameri­
can Bureau of Social Hygiene.12 

In addition to private foundations, la­
bor and peace movements also played 
a significant role in supporting the 
League’s institutions. During the 1920s 
and 1930s, women’s peace activists, labor 
unions, and scholars gathered at transna­
tional conferences to campaign against 
war and imperialism. National League of 
Nations societies and NGOs campaigned 
for the ratification of the League’s Per­
manent Court and supported its techni­
cal, economic, social, and humanitarian 
work.13 To facilitate such links, Secretari­
at officials frequently attended meetings 
of international NGOs and promoted 
NGO access not only to the Secretariat 
but also to the Council and the Assem­
bly.14
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Partnering with private actors served 
several purposes. First, amidst tight bud­
getary constraints, NGOs and civil soci­
ety groups brought additional expertise, 
knowledge, and funds to the League. 
More broadly, it was hoped that involve­
ment by civil society and NGOs would 
increase public support by bringing the 
League closer to the public. Civil soci­
ety actors were also relied on to scruti­
nize state claims and politics towards the 
League, thus preempting national politi­
cal mobilization based on scapegoating 
the League and enabling citizens to bet­
ter evaluate political claims. For example, 
the League appointed NGO “assessors” to 
its committees on communications and 
transit, social policy, teaching, trafficking 
in women, and refugees.15 Finally, by al­
lying with subnational and transnation­
al actors, League institutions sought to 
broaden their bases of political and ma­
terial support beyond governments to po­
litical agents within and across member 
states.

These examples may offer lessons for 
the OSCE. During the past decade, the 
OSCE’s operational capacity has steadi­
ly declined due to a decrease in second­
ed personnel and financial support. Ex­
pecting participating States to increase 
their financial contributions in the cur­
rent climate would be wishful think­
ing. Instead, the OSCE might adopt the 
League’s strategy of building strategic 
partnerships with subnational, transna­
tional, and supranational actors—includ­
ing municipal governments, NGOs, pri­
vate foundations and businesses, and IOs
—that have complementary epistemic 
and material resources, using these to 

fill gaps in operational capacities.16 Ally­
ing with substate and transnational actors 
simultaneously increased the resources 
available to the League and helped to 
improve its perceived legitimacy through 
epistemic validation, by serving to dis­
credit state criticism and by influencing 
state policy “from within.” Transnation­
al alliances also served in some cases to 
lessen tight state control by supplement­
ing or replacing government funds with 
private funds and expertise. 

Hiding from harm: Great power conflict 
and institutional retrenchment

Operating in an environment of growing 
nationalism and great power conflict, the 
League had a difficult start, especially in 
facilitating co-operation on issues seen to 
entail high sovereignty costs. A Conven­
tion for the Control of the Trade in Arms 
and Ammunition was signed in Septem­
ber 1919 but never came into force as 
France declined to ratify it.17 A Draft 
Treaty of Mutual Assistance, which out­
lawed wars of aggression, was rejected by 
governments in 1924. The Geneva Proto­
col of 1924, which created a system of 
compulsory arbitration, likewise faltered 
as Britain refused to sign.18

Given repeated failures of disarma­
ment co-operation and amid growing 
political tension, the League’s Disarma­
ment Section and the Secretariat adopted 
a new strategy of “hide and retrench.” 
Between 1930 and 1934, the Secretariat 
carefully avoided bringing proposals it 
deemed doomed to fail before the Coun­
cil. Meetings of the General Commission 
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and the Disarmament Section were re­
peatedly canceled or postponed as lead­
ing bureaucrats considered it better not 
to convene the League’s disarmament 
committees than to allow meetings to 
become a stage for public displays of ani­
mosity and megaphone diplomacy.19 As 
Sir Drummond reflected after Italy’s inva­
sion of Ethiopia in 1935: “If the League 
emerges successfully from the Ethiopia-
Italo ordeal the prospects will be bright 
for a convention to adjust armaments. If 
not, the whole position will have to be 
revised […]. In any event, until next year, 
the less said about disarmament the bet­
ter.”20 

The moratorium on high-level confer­
ences did not, however, imply the end 
of active disarmament diplomacy. Rather 
than convening full intergovernmental 
conferences, the Secretariat turned its 
efforts to organizing meetings among 
smaller groups of like-minded states with 
the aim of building consensus around li­
mited, practical objectives. It also began 
collecting and analyzing data on nation­
al armaments. Making this data widely 
available, it was hoped, would help to 
generate public pressure on governments 
and might serve as a starting point for fu­
ture arms control negotiations. That hope 
was never realized, but had governments 
been willing to discuss disarmament, the 
League would have had extensive data on 
hand as a basis for negotiations.

Trade co-operation underwent a simi­
lar development. As economic national­
ism intensified following the Wall Street 
crash of 1929, a series of intergovernmen­
tal trade conferences failed.21 Unable to 
influence political aspects of trade such as 

tariffs and customs, the League’s econo­
mic institutions abandoned plans for fur­
ther trade conferences. Instead, efforts by 
senior officials in the Secretariat focused 
on improving the League’s machinery 
for economic diplomacy. Henceforth, the 
Economic Committee focused on resolv­
ing legal and administrative problems 
that acted as indirect barriers to trade—
for example commercial arbitration, the 
simplification of customs formalities, and 
the standardization of statistical methods 
and customs terminology.22 Another area 
for expansion was research and publica­
tion of economic data. In 1931, the Sec­
retariat published a report entitled The 
Course and Phases of the World-Economic 
Depression. Addressing the danger that 
states might object to any findings that 
were politically sensitive, Alexander Love­
day, Director of the Economic, Financial, 
and Transit Section, recommended that 
the analytical side of the research “be 
subordinated to its fact finding aspects 
[…] since, ultimately, the findings would 
speak for themselves.”23 In short, to avoid 
alienating states, the Economic Section 
stuck to producing “neutral” research, 
leaving outside experts to draw unpopu­
lar conclusions. 

“Hide and retrench” presented an ob­
vious strategy for League institutions 
dealing with the politically sensitive is­
sues of armaments and trade, yet less 
overtly political IOs navigated nationalist 
backlash in similar ways. From its birth 
in 1929 until the war, the International 
Bureau of Education (IBE) was highly ac­
tive despite a limited budget and staff.24 

Launched in 1934, the IBE’s “pedagogi­
cal tour of the world,” which collected 
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data on national educational reforms and 
issued recommendations, reached more 
than seventy countries and provided a 
crucial resource for national education 
reformers. During World War II, the 
IBE’s Secretariat collaborated with the In­
ternational Red Cross to create the Ser­
vice of Intellectual Assistance to Prisoners 
of War, which provided prisoners of war 
with books. Thanks to the broad appeal 
of such activities, the IBE’s membership 
grew from twelve in 1929 to twenty by 
the end of the war, spanning Europe 
and Latin America. Undoubtedly, a cru­
cial factor in the IBE’s resilience was its 
apolitical, technical nature, which insu­
lated it from political strife. This apoliti­
cal nature reflected a deliberate choice. 
Many governments were suspicious of in­
ternational meddling in their domestic 
affairs and of a perceived Western bias 
in the global education agenda. To avoid 
political controversy, the IBE “ceaselessly 
stayed clear of interfering with [the] ed­
ucational freedom of partners.”25 Rather 
than pushing for the standardization of 
national approaches, the Bureau strove 
to promote universal education without 
interfering with “local priorities,” leav­
ing specific recommendations and imple­
mentation to local authorities and NGOs. 
The IBE survives to this day as a special­
ized agency of UNESCO (IBE-UNESCO).

What are the possible lessons for the 
OSCE in this context? During the last 
few decades, arms control and disarma­
ment—centerpieces of the OSCE’s agen­
da—have become increasingly difficult 
as both the United States and Russia 
have pulled out of major arms control 
treaties.26 Hence, many argue in favor 

of seeking to revive disarmament discus­
sions and strengthening the OSCE’s role 
in arms control verification.27 Yet any 
present attempt to update the 2011 Vi­
enna Document on confidence­ and secu­
rity-building or to relaunch convention­
al arms control within the scope of the 
Structured Dialogue (initiated by the 
German Chairperson­in­Office in 2016) 
or the group of like-minded countries in 
the Berlin format would likely be fruit­
less.28 

The same is true for human rights 
initiatives. As the relationship between 
Russia and the West has deteriorated, de­
bates on human rights have descended 
into ideological confrontation, leading to 
institutional blockages.29 It seems coun­
terproductive to table new initiatives or 
to seek to rekindle existing ones against 
such opposition. The Helsinki and Paris 
Charters would not be agreed by OSCE 
states today any more than the League’s 
Covenant would have been agreed in 
1935. It is therefore futile to insist on 
their enforcement in the current climate. 
As long as agreement remains elusive, 
individual states should seek to build 
greater confidence and trust by engaging 
in specific projects within the OSCE to 
increase transparency, or by using coali­
tions of the willing to advance specific 
projects. Such minilateral measures may 
not achieve much in the short term but 
would be more productive in the current 
climate than attempting to push ambi­
tious schemes on which no agreement 
can be found.
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Exploiting a flexible mandate

By 1934, the League’s intergovernmen­
tal activities had mostly ceased. Had its 
mandate been limited to conventional 
security co-operation and trade, its oper­
ations would have ended. However, a 
broad mandate based on a comprehen­
sive approach to security allowed the 
League’s institutions to explore new areas 
of activity, including transportation, liter­
acy, nutrition, and sanitation. An impor­
tant focus for the League’s social and eco­
nomic institutions during the latter half 
of the 1930s was to outline a common 
front against poverty and disease as root 
causes of conflict.30 This task was deemed 
to be of greater potential appeal to states 
and wider publics than the controversial 
issues of trade and disarmament.

Co-operation on social matters and 
broad conflict prevention tasks also al­
lowed the League to gain supporters be­
yond its core member states. Two confer­
ences were held in Java in 1937—one on 
combating trafficking in women, anoth­
er on rural hygiene. In June 1936, the 
League’s Health Organization held a ses­
sion in Moscow, the only League institu­
tion to ever meet there.31 Links between 
Soviet health authorities and the LHO of­
fered an ideal opportunity to forge practi­
cal connections in an apolitical domain. 
Ravaged by civil war, famine, and disease, 
Soviet health institutions were under se­
vere strain. Hence, despite widespread 
fear and mistrust between Russia and 
Western governments, a special commis­
sion was founded to investigate typhus 
in Russia.32 By 1935, collaboration on 
communicable diseases and intellectual 

matters had helped pave the way for Rus­
sia’s inclusion as a formal member of the 
League.33 

In sum, as geopolitical conflict in Eu­
rope intensified, there was a change in 
the work of the League’s institutions. 
Rather than attempting to gain agree­
ment on divisive issues of trade and 
military security, they focused on is­
sues where common ground could be 
found.34 At the same time, they exploit­
ed a broad mandate to tailor activities to 
the needs of countries outside Europe, 
thereby broadening political support and 
patronage.35 This strategy proved partic­
ularly successful for the LHO. Despite 
the financial restrictions imposed by the 
General Assembly, the generosity of pri­
vate supporters allowed the LHO to con­
tinuously expand its activities. Early on, 
its focus broadened from epidemiologi­
cal work in Eastern Europe to address­
ing health problems in Asia and Africa. 
NGOs, leading scientific institutes, and 
individual experts from all over the world 
freely contributed their knowledge and 
time to it, increasing its autonomy from 
states and helping it to transcend great 
power conflict.36 In 1945, rather than be­
ing dissolved, the LHO was transformed 
into the World Health Organization. 

While clearly a different kind of insti­
tution than the LHO, the OSCE can nev­
ertheless take inspiration from this suc­
cess story. Entrusted with a broad array 
of activities—from combatting human 
trafficking, radicalization, and terrorism 
to promoting economic connectivity and 
building scientific expertise on climate is­
sues—the OSCE is well placed to reduce 
threats to its existence by widening its 
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activities and thereby its appeal to diverse 
states. While state funding is likely to 
be scarce for the foreseeable future, part­
nering with non-state actors may help 
to increase the financial and technical 
resources available to the OSCE, increas­
ing autonomy from governments in the 
process. For their part, many NGOs are 
likely to welcome the political access and 
added legitimacy that may come from 
collaboration with an intergovernmental 
organization.

Harnessing institutional complexity

A major challenge confronting the OSCE 
which the League did not face to the 
same extent is competition from other 
IOs. Despite strengthening the OSCE 
with the 1990 Paris Charter, Western 
states have prioritized co-operation with­
in NATO and the EU, while Russia 
has supported the creation of alterna­
tive regional organizations which ad­
dress various aspects of collective secu­
rity and economic and political stabili­
ty, including the Commonwealth of In­
dependent States (CIS), the Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), 
the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation 
(SCO), and the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EAEU). In conjunction with the 
overlapping mandates and activities of 
UN agencies like the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP), the UN Economic 
Commission for Europe (UNECE), and 
the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC), this has led to a proliferation 
of overlapping and potentially competing 
institutions in the OSCE space. Histori­

cally, institutional overlap has sometimes 
contributed to organizational deaths, as 
competition for scarce resources has put 
some IOs out of business.37 However, in­
stitutional overlap can also be turned into 
a strength, provided IOs achieve a level of 
specialization and division of labor that 
prevents states from “forum shopping” 
or playing organizations off against one 
another.38 In this case, co-ordination and 
collaboration between IOs can help to in­
crease value for money for states while 
giving potentially competing IOs a posi­
tive stake in one another’s flourishing.

In recent years, the EU has been a ma­
jor funder of the OSCE in areas where in­
stitutional interests converge. The two or­
ganizations have many interests in com­
mon, including good governance and 
fighting organized crime and corruption. 
Yet given Russian animosity towards the 
EU, the OSCE must not be perceived 
simply as an instrument of EU securi­
ty interests; it must clearly articulate 
its own agenda.39 In addition to collab­
orating with the EU, the OSCE would 
gain from deepening co-operation with 
relevant UN agencies, such as UNODC, 
UNDP, and the UN High Commission­
er for Refugees.40 Co-operation with re­
gional organizations such as the CIS, 
the CSTO, and the EAEU will also be 
important. Some might worry that the 
different values embodied in these orga­
nizations present a barrier to co-opera­
tion; as former Secretary General Thomas 
Greminger points out, however, for rea­
sons of politico-geographical balance, it is 
crucial to engage organizations both east 
and west of Vienna. For example, with 
the SCO, common ground may be found 
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in the fight against violent extremism and 
terrorism in Central Asia.41 

International organizations can sur­
vive and thrive in a crowded institu­
tional space either by developing niche 
functions and tools that render their ser­
vices unique compared to those of other 
IOs or by playing a co-ordinating role, 
acting as convenors and building bridges 
between other IOs—or between interna­
tional and national organizations. The 
OSCE is well placed to do both. For ex­
ample, combatting violent extremism is 
one domain in which the OSCE has its 
own distinctive tools compared to other 
IOs. Given its extensive field experience, 
the OSCE is often better placed than 
NATO or the EU to reach out to local 
NGOs and municipal authorities. Com­
pared to these organizations, the OSCE is 
also more likely to be accepted as a neu­
tral mediator or monitor on the ground. 
Finally, the OSCE “focuses on promoting 
a comprehensive approach to cyber secu­
rity, particularly in Central Asia, where 
NATO and the EU have a limited pres­
ence.”42 In terms of convening power, 
the OSCE’s broad membership, which in­
tersects with the membership of NATO, 
the EU, the SCO, and the CSTO, puts 
it in a good position to play the role of 
convenor and inter-institutional co-ordi­
nator. 

Conclusions and recommendations

Significant care must be taken in apply­
ing lessons from the 1930s to the present 
or in comparing a “multi-purpose” IO 
like the League of Nations to the OSCE. 

Still, the two organizations have strong 
similarities, above all their comprehen­
sive approach to co-operative security and 
a membership which spans deep politi­
cal and ideological divides. What’s more, 
present challenges to the OSCE carry 
strong echoes of the period leading to the 
downfall of the League. Much like the 
League during the 1920s and 1930s, the 
OSCE is operating in a climate of econo­
mic instability and austerity. Both organi­
zations have seen political conflict trigger 
direct challenges to their founding princi­
ples. Just as Italy, Japan, and Germany vi­
olated the collective security clause of the 
League’s Charter, we have seen a series 
of grave violations of the OSCE’s found­
ing documents, starting with NATO’s 
bombardment of the Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia in 1999 and continuing with 
Putin’s war in Chechnya that same year, 
Russia’s war in Georgia in 2008, the an­
nexation of Crimea in 2014, and military 
aggression against Ukraine in 2014 and 
2022. 

Given the magnitude of these chal­
lenges, it is clear that the OSCE needs 
a recipe for surviving both the immedi­
ate crisis triggered by the Ukraine war 
and the wider onslaught against its au­
thority and the hollowing out of its re­
sources. What can be done? Looking back 
at events during the 1930s, many have 
blamed the League for not doing enough 
to uphold the Charter’s collective securi­
ty provisions, which called for automat­
ic sanctions and armed defense of the 
territorial status quo.43 Likewise, some 
have called for harsher diplomatic sanc­
tions against Russia, and Ukraine has de­
manded its expulsion from the OSCE.44 

The OSCE in Crisis: Five Lessons from the League of Nations

41
https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748933625-03, am 22.08.2024, 20:08:28

Open Access –  - https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

https://doi.org/10.5771/9783748933625-03
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb


This is a high-risk strategy with uncertain 
benefits, however. When threatened with 
economic and military sanctions by oth­
er member states, Germany swiftly with­
drew from the League and announced its 
full rearmament. If pushed too far into 
a corner, Russia may simply leave the 
OSCE, perhaps taking others with it. Al­
though this would not necessarily spell 
the end of the OSCE, it would rob it of a 
major part of its raison d’être.

To overcome present woes, others 
have called for institutional reform to 
strengthen the autonomy of the OSCE’s 
Secretary General and to extend the one-
year budget cycle to prevent quarreling 
governments from taking the budget 
“hostage.”45 While such reforms would 
be positive for the OSCE in the long 
run, they would achieve little in the short 
term, since they would fail to address the 
political nature of the current crisis. As 
Byron Hunt observed in his study of the 
Italo-Ethiopian war, IOs “rely as much on 
a common will to maintain themselves 
as they do on their constituted authority. 
If the League failed where the United Na­
tions has not, it was because of the lack of 
this will in the former, and not because 
the latter is a better constituted organi­
zation.”46 In the same way, the OSCE’s 
present crisis is not primarily “constitu­
tional” but unmistakably political. Insti­
tutional reform will not fix that.

If neither the expulsion of non-compli­
ant states nor institutional reform presents 
a  viable  strategy  for  survival,  what  can 
participating  States  do  to  enhance  the 
OSCE’s  resilience?  My  analysis  suggests 
five specific strategies for harnessing the 
OSCE’s institutional strengths.

Retrench and diversify. A consensus-
based organization like the OSCE (or the 
League) cannot be (much) more than the 
sum of the will of its participating States. 
Therefore, the OSCE’s greatest asset may 
be its broad mandate, which provides 
flexibility to focus on tasks where some 
agreement can be found. The OSCE 
should exploit its flexible mandate to 
take a tempered approach—for now—to 
highly divisive issues like human rights 
and disarmament and should instead fo­
cus on less contentious issues like com­
batting radicalization, terrorism, human 
trafficking, and organized crime, as well 
as promoting co-operation on “low polit­
ical issues” like economic connectivity, 
water diplomacy, and the security impli­
cations of climate change in order to 
reduce tensions. Producing consensual 
(and fact-based) knowledge about such 
problems should be highlighted as a key 
institutional deliverable. This does not 
mean abandoning the OSCE’s core man­
date but rather limiting its activities in 
these domains to promoting informal di­
alogue and building consensus among 
smaller groups who may contribute ex­
tra-budgetary funds to undertake specif­
ic programmatic initiatives. Clearly, such 
activities must be carefully designed to 
avoid alienating non-participants. Field 
activities outside Europe, in Central Asia, 
or focused on relatively non-contentious 
issues like transnational crime may be 
particularly fruitful targets. 

Broaden political support. History teach­
es us that IOs thrive by cultivating a 
broad base of political support. A clear 
asset in this respect is the OSCE’s large 
and heterogeneous membership. While 
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it may often lead to deadlock and low­
est-common-denominator agreements, a 
large and heterogeneous membership 
means that an IO may lose active support 
or interest from some states while still re­
taining relevance to others that continue 
to see it as worthwhile. Indeed, having 
a large and heterogeneous membership 
has historically been a strong predictor 
of IO survivability.47 The OSCE should 
therefore focus on engaging the whole 
of its membership, for example by pivot­
ing towards a stronger focus on security-
building in Central Asia. 

Broaden bases of patronage. Most IOs 
lean on different sponsors during their 
lifespan. As the OSCE’s budget continues 
to decline in real terms, it should strive to 
build stronger alliances with NGOs and 
subnational and supranational actors that 
share its objectives and that have comple­
mentary financial and technical resources 
that can be used to fill critical gaps in 
institutional and operational capacities. 

Plan ahead. The OSCE does not have 
the political or technical capacity to en­
gage in military crisis resolution. For 
now, it must therefore seek to “ride out 
the storm” by retreating from politically 
sensitive areas such as human rights pro­
motion, arms control, and the policing 
of unstable ceasefires to focus on provid­
ing other benefits to supportive states. 
This does not mean taking its eyes off 
the Ukraine conflict. Rather, OSCE offi­
cials—in collaboration with like-minded 
states—should be ready with a plan of 
engagement if and when a ceasefire is 
agreed. This is especially important giv­
en that the OSCE is surrounded by insti­
tutional “competitors”—for example the 

EU, the UN, and NATO—with bigger 
budgets who will also be ready to get 
involved. Here, the OSCE must prepare 
to use its unique convening power as the 
largest co-operative security organization 
in the world to co-ordinate the efforts of 
other IOs.

Plan B. Finally, the OSCE leadership 
should focus on articulating a Plan B 
should the present conflict fail to be re­
solved. A key lesson from history is that 
organizational flexibility is essential to 
survival. OSCE supporters should ask: If 
Russia were to disengage, where would 
that leave the OSCE? Does it have suffi­
cient institutional assets to maintain its 
appeal to its remaining participants and 
thus give it a continued raison d’être? In 
such a scenario, offering a durable plat­
form for dialogue between European and 
(some) Eurasian states and leaving the 
door open for Russia’s eventual return 
might be one of the strongest arguments 
for keeping the OSCE alive.
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