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The BRICS group of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, which 
was hosted by Russia for its first summit of BRIC members at Yekaterinburg 
on June 16, 2009, has evolved into a plurilateral summit institution recog-
nized both by former skeptics and proponents as a major participant in the 
international system. However, its members’ interests and priorities, the 
group’s actorness features and an assessment of its performance remain 
subject to research and debate.

As the BRICS return to South Africa for their tenth summit in 2018, the 
leaders will deliberate and make decisions on a wide number of issues cov-
ering most major global governance challenges. BRICS members remain 
committed to inclusive growth, macroeconomic coordination, strengthened 
financial stability and the reform of international institutions to reflect the 
increasing weight of emerging markets and developing countries in the world 
economy. The BRICS countries are steadily stepping up their cooperation 
on the social agenda, in development, education, health and agriculture, as 
well as in innovation and information and communications technology to 
enhance opportunities for all. Political and security issues remain among 
the top priorities, given the members’ commitment to ensure peace as the 
cornerstone of development and growth.

BRICS institutionalization has been fast. Its rapid pace is likely to con-
tinue. The formal track has grown into a constellation of 14 cooperation 
forums. The BRICS Business Forum and the BRICS Business Council, es-
tablished in 2010 and in 2013 respectively, serve as platforms for a regular 
dialogue between business and the BRICS governments. Since 2010, the 
BRICS Academic Forum has provided a framework for generating research 
and producing new ideas and testing concepts that can then be taken up by 
policy makers in the BRICS. The BRICS Think Tanks Council was set up 
in Durban in 2013 to enhance cooperation in research, knowledge sharing, 
capacity building and policy advice among think tanks in the BRICS coun-
tries. It presented its long-term vision for the BRICS to the leaders in 2015. 
Also in 2015, dialogue with social partners expanded to include the Civil 
BRICS, which held a forum to bring together non-governmental organi-
zations from the member states in June. A Trade Unions Forum also took 
place during the Russian BRICS presidency.

Preface and acknowledgements
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Introduction: the challenges and responses

The past decades have witnessed dramatic changes in the world. The bi-
polar world order has vanished, the unipolar period has passed and a new 
multipolar world order is emerging.

In this “unraveling” globalized world, geopolitical, economic, environ-
mental, societal and technological challenges are tightly interconnected 
(Haass 2014). They “transcend borders and spheres of influence and require 
stakeholders to work together, yet these risks also threaten to undermine the 
trust and collaboration needed to adapt to the challenges of the new global 
context” (World Economic Forum 2015). The challenges and their percep-
tions have been driving shifts in international cooperation. One major trend 
is “the proliferation and diversification of actors, forums, and their arrange-
ments to address global challenges,” leading to a presumed fragmentation 
of global governance (Egel 2015, 4–5). However, fragmentation is also often 
perceived positively as “contested multilateralism,” because institutional di-
versity can produce better outcomes than “stalled cooperation through ex-
isting venues” struggling to respond to persisting and emerging challenges 
(Egel 2015, 5).

With multipolarity rising as countries outside the old core become eco-
nomically more powerful, and clusters of countries gravitate to form new 
poles, the demand for multilateralism becomes more pronounced (Wade 
2011). Multilateralism can be defined simply as the practice of coordinat-
ing policies in groups of states through ad hoc arrangements or institutions 
(Keohane 1990). Different modes of multilateralism and participation in 
coordinating mechanisms exist: the entry of new states into apex governing 
forums, the increased voting power of emerging states in international or-
ganizations, and new agreements and institutions established to coordinate 
and contribute to regional or global governance.

In spite of an increasing number of international actors, including non-
state actors, both formal and informal organizations as well as governments 
remain key players. Responsibility for ensuring that this emerging multipo-
lar world remains stable and contributes to global well-being rests with the 

1	 The rise of new institutions
Marina Larionova
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states—both the established powers and the rising centres of power—as well 
as with the principals of global governance and their agents—international 
institutions, global and regional, multilateral and plurilateral.

The emergence of informal multilateral institutions claiming a major role 
in defining the global governance agenda has created alternatives for pro-
viding common goods. These new summit institutions—led by the Group 
of Seven/Eight (G7/8) and, more recently, the Group of 20 (G20) and the 
BRICS group of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa—are at the 
centre of the galaxy of global governance institutions.

These groupings are often referred to as clubs, an arrangement that does 
not imply a common ideological commitment of its members, whose posi-
tions can differ on policy and economic ideas (Reay 2012). Club mechanisms 
are considered flexible, noninstitutionalized intergovernmental platforms 
for engagement (Drezner 2007). Other experts define a club as a group with 
clear rules, concrete and exclusive privileges for members, and a high degree 
of protection from external pressure.

These informal summit institutions are characterized by limited member-
ship, relatively low bureaucracy and reliance on open, flexible and voluntary 
approaches. Regular meetings of heads of state and government who engage 
on a wide range of international, regional and domestic politics stand at the 
pinnacle of such international arrangements, which involve many actors op-
erating according to established procedures on two levels: domestic and in-
ternational. Commitments contained in their collectively agreed documents 
are not legally binding, but implementation is stimulated by peer pressure. 
As with any multilateral institution, they are based on the principles of 
generalized reciprocity, in which states make common undertakings and 
agree to act cooperatively, irrespective of their degree of institutionalization 
(Hampson and Heinbecker 2011, 300).

Most importantly, within informal summit institutions, states do not del-
egate certain levels of authority to international bureaucrats within inter-
governmental organizations (IGOs), so there is no delegating relationship 
between the states and the IGOs in which states are principals and the IGOs 
are agents. Hence the states retain their sovereign control over their institu-
tion’s design and agenda.

These new informal groupings set their own agenda. They also engage 
with established international organizations to steer global governance 
processes. Those formal organizations have “the UN system as the core of 
the organized multilateral order” (Thakur et al. 2014, 1). They need reform 
and cannot respond on their own to the interconnected persisting and aris-
ing challenges. Interinstitutional cooperative mechanisms are being trans-
formed, and new models of cooperation are being established.

A trend in the informal groupings leadership is evident in certain areas. On 
financial regulation, the G20 has taken up the initiative for decision making 
since its first summit in Washington in 2008, issuing mandates for further 
elaboration and implementation to relevant international organizations. 
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The BRICS has adopted a different approach, characteristic of the G7 in its 
early years of performance, transmitting signals to international organiza-
tions, treating the issues within the summit-based apparatus and establish-
ing its own institutions, such as the New Development Bank (NDB) (on the 
G7 see Putnam and Bayne 1987, 156–57).

If common sense is any guide, global governance would gain effective-
ness from a combination of the catalyst, core-group and parallel-treatment 
approaches exercised by summit institutions: influencing international or-
ganizations’ changes through endorsement or stimulus, or compelling them 
to reform; setting a new direction by taking a lead that the other organiza-
tions would follow; and creating the informal institutions’ own mechanisms. 
The first two approaches—especially in relation to the United Nations, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) and relevant regional organizations—would un-
doubtedly enhance the resilience, legitimacy and effectiveness of the global 
governance architecture. The parallel treatment, however, could initially 
give rise to tensions and concerns about competition or rivalry, but fills a 
gap in governance and serves the needs of members and other interested 
stakeholders, with the new arrangements acquiring their own actorness and 
a place in the system of global governance.

Analytical paradigm

Rational choice institutionalism can best explain not only the origins of the 
summit institutions, but also their existence and evolution. In its account 
of the institutional origins, rational choice institutionalism turns “primar-
ily on the functions that these institutions perform and the benefits they 
provide” (Hall and Taylor 1996, 952). The rationalist fundamental position 
aptly holds that institutions are created by states because the states see 
benefits accrue to them from the functions performed by the institutions 
(Rosamond 2000, 116).

The calculus approach fits the analysis of summit institutions bringing 
together states from a wide range of civilizations, continents and economic 
development. Its distinctive features clearly apply to the analysis of the origin 
of the BRICS. First, the member states act strategically to maximize the 
attainment of their priorities. Second, summitry presents an arrangement 
where strategic interaction among leaders plays a major role in determining 
political outcomes. Third, according to Peter Hall and Rosemary Taylor 
(1996), rational choice institutionalism offers the greatest analytical leverage 
to settings where consensus among actors accustomed to strategic action 
and of roughly equal standing is necessary to secure institutional changes—
the features typical of summitry institutions. Fourth, the institutions are 
created by a voluntary agreement among the leaders of the respective coun-
tries to perform concrete functions and missions (Hall  and  Taylor  1996). 
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Thus, the leaders designated the G20 to be the premier forum for their in-
ternational economic cooperation (G20 2009, para. 19). BRICS members 
came together to establish a platform for dialogue and cooperation to pro-
mote peace, security and development in a multipolar, interdependent and 
increasingly complex, globalizing world, on the basis of universally recog-
nized norms of international law and multilateral decision making (BRICS 
2012, paras. 3–4).

Any theory has its strengths and weaknesses, however, and the rational 
choice limitations do not conscribe the analysis in this book. First, the book 
relies on a highly functionalist approach to explore BRICS performance 
on the global governance functions of deliberation, direction setting, deci-
sion making, delivery and development of global governance. Deliberation 
is understood as face-to-face discussions of the members encoded in their 
collectively issued communiqués. Direction setting is defined as collective 
affirmation of shared principles, norms and prescriptions. Decision mak-
ing is regarded as credible, clear, collective commitments with sufficient 
precision, obligation and delegation. Delivery is understood as stated com-
pliance with collective decisions. The development of global governance is 
perceived as the capability of the BRICS to use other international insti-
tutions and create its own institutions as global governance mechanisms 
(Kirton 2013, 37–39).

Second, given that the founders’ intentions may not be fully understood 
or attained and that the founders themselves may not fully perceive the fu-
ture effects of the institutions they establish or control, the analysis in Part 
II tracks the evolution and contribution of the BRICS to global governance 
across a wide range of policy areas. This analysis is based on the assumption 
that its agenda and the commitments its leaders make nevertheless reflect 
its intentions, interests and priorities, which are changing in response to 
the external and internal dynamics. Part III reviews the BRICS contribu-
tion to the global finance and economic architecture and on traditional and 
nontraditional security issues, science, technology and innovation. Part IV 
explores the BRICS members’ interests and priorities that shape the coop-
eration agenda.

Third, the actors voluntarily create an institution to realize certain 
functions they value in a world already crowded by other organizations. In 
order to maximize benefits from the new arrangement, the founders may 
choose to engage with existing institutions in ways they regard most efficient 
for attaining their goals. Those modes of BRICS engagement with the other 
international organizations reflected in the leaders’ discourse should indi-
cate the group’s place and role in the global governance architecture, as im-
puted at its launch and through its subsequent evolution. This assumption 
is tested by Andrey Shelepov in Chapter 3 on “BRICS Engagement with 
International Institutions for Better Governance” and Maria Raquel Freire 
in Chapter 4 on “Political Dynamics within the BRICS in the Context of 
Multilayered Global Governance.”
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Why the BRICS?

This book deals directly with one of the most visible recent cases of sum-
mitry institutions, namely the BRICS, which is gaining importance and at-
tention both regionally and globally but which, as an international actor, 
remains largely unexplored by scholars.

The BRIC group of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, 
which was hosted by Russia for its first stand-alone leaders’ meeting at 
Yekaterinburg in Russia on June 16, 2009, has evolved into a plurilateral 
summit institution recognized both by skeptics and by proponents as a ma-
jor participant in the international system. Ever since, the forum has grown 
institutionally, developed into the BRICS with the inclusion of South Africa, 
expanded its agenda and the intensity of interaction among its members, and 
demonstrated its capacity to deliver on a wide range of decisions. Among 
the examples are the NDB, the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA), 
the Cooperation Agreement on Innovation and the Memorandum of Under-
standing on Cooperation among BRICS Export Credit Insurance Agencies.

Skeptics, however, still regard BRICS as a loose group operating in op-
position to western states, unable to articulate a shared alternative agenda, 
and struggling to secure solidarity among its members and its future as a 
bloc (Egel 2015, 3). Some go as far as to assert that

no idea has done more to muddle thinking about the global economy 
than that of the BRICs. Other than being the largest economies in their 
respective regions, the big four emerging markets never had much in 
common. They generate growth in different and often competing ways —  
Brazil and Russia, for example, are major energy producers that benefit 
from high energy prices, whereas India, as a major energy consumer, 
suffers from them. Except in highly unusual circumstances, such as 
those of the last decade, they are unlikely to grow in unison. China 
apart, they have limited trade ties with one another, and they have few 
political or foreign policy interests in common.

(Sharma 2012, 4)

In spite of the critique, the BRICS is firmly established as an international 
actor and prominent for at least three reasons: first, the sheer size of its 
members’ combined population and their share of global gross domestic 
product; second, the fact that all its members are regional powers; and, 
third, the BRICS operates across at least five regions. So, what are the key 
features of BRICS actorness?

Nature of the grouping

The BRICS runs counter to the general trend among the progeny of IGOs 
observed since 1950, accounting for the majority of them (Johnson 2014, 8). 
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As an informal multilateral institution, it is an example of intergovernmen-
tal cooperation in which states retain their monopoly over the establishment 
and evolution of a new actor. There is no agent, no delegation of authority to 
international bureaucracy and no principal-agent relationship.

The institutional design and agenda setting remain the prerogative of 
the BRICS leaders, the national governments and their bureaucrats. Inter-
national bureaucrats or a secretariat do not affect the content or flow of 
information, which is similar to the G7. To some extent, it is also similar to 
the G20, although avoiding the influence of international bureaucracies is 
more difficult given the highly technical nature of many of the issues ad-
dressed by the G20 and the need for expertise from relevant international 
organizations. Thus, the nature of the BRICS permits it to avoid being 
influenced by international bureaucrats. However, it is not immune to na-
tional bureaucracy entrepreneurship and is certainly not free from national 
interests.

Given its nature, the BRICS is not as far removed from the attention and 
control of the general public as traditional IGOs are and cannot as easily 
avoid the democratic deficit. As with other exclusive clubs, the BRICS is 
often accused of being illegitimate and ineffective, but the increasing in-
volvement of business, experts and, recently, non-governmental organiza-
tions from the five members is a good indication of their awareness of their 
responsibility to the public.

Mission

At the heart of the BRICS mission is support for a multipolar, equitable and 
democratic world order, based on international law, equality, mutual re-
spect, cooperation, coordinated action and collective decision making of all 
states. The group strives to improve the global governance system and en-
sure the representation of developing countries in international institutions, 
which goes hand in hand with its commitment to take more responsibility 
for delivering global public goods through existing institutions or, if needed, 
through a parallel governance system. The NDB is the most vivid example 
of such a parallel system. Moreover, the BRICS also sees its mission as find-
ing a new model of socioeconomic development.

Values

BRICS members have repeatedly defended their values. Those values in-
clude multilateralism; the indivisible nature of security; democracy in 
international relations; inclusive decision making based on universally rec-
ognized norms of international law; a comprehensive, concerted and deter-
mined approach to establishing sustainable peace based on mutual trust, 
mutual benefit, equity and cooperation; and the inadmissibility of unilateral 
military interventions and economic sanctions.
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An established and expanding agenda

The BRICS agenda reflects the group’s mission and values. An increasing 
share of social issues on the agenda indicates the commitment to deliver pub-
lic goods for the members’ own citizens and those other countries. Based on 
the documents released by the leaders at their summits, the issues of health  
(9.78 percent), development (7.22 percent), and education, science and innovation 
(6.15 percent) have higher shares of the discourse than do political (5.60 percent) 
and security (3.40 percent) issues, even though the BRICS is often labelled a 
political gathering. However, the economy (23 percent), finance (11 percent) and 
trade (17.68 percent) remain the top three priorities. This pattern reflects the 
members’ shared objective to ensure sustainable and inclusive growth.

Environmental protection, renewable energy, and clean and efficient en-
ergy technologies have been on the agenda since the first summit; their share 
in the documents is not high, but remains stable. With the launch of the 
energy ministers’ dialogue in 2015, cooperation on these policy areas will 
likely expand. Similarly, with the start of the employment and labour min-
isters’ dialogue, the share of the employment issues shot up, and, given the 
BRICS’s intention to continue cooperation on employment and labour, will 
likely continue to increase.

Thus, although the BRICS is criticized for being unable to build its own 
positive agenda and for uniting based on opposition to the western-dominated 
governance system, in fact its members have established a balanced agenda, 
where economic, social and political dimensions reinforce each other.

Institutionalization

Institutionalization does not automatically translate into actorness or en-
hanced implementation, but does contribute to shaping the identity of the 
BRICS. The group’s family tree is growing with its expanding agenda. This 
trend is similar to the G7 and G20 processes. The formal track has now 
grown into a constellation of 14 cooperation formats, including meetings 
of sherpas and sous-sherpas, central bank governors, ministers and deputy 
ministers, senior officials, contact groups, and working and experts groups. 
From the first stand-alone meeting of the leaders in Yekaterinburg to the 
end of Russia’s 2015 presidency, 122 meetings took place. BRICS members 
produced 56 documents covering their constantly broadening agenda in 
that period. There is a clear trend of increasing the number of stand-alone 
meetings, releasing more documents, and creating more working groups and 
other mechanisms of coordination.

Balance of global governance functions

With the evolution and institutionalization of the BRICS, the distribution of 
the global governance functions of deliberation, direction setting, decision 
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making, delivery and the development of global governance in its discourse 
is changing. There was a notable decline in direction setting (from almost 
49 percent in the total of all discourse for Yekaterinburg to 30 percent for 
Ufa) and a rise in decision making (from 22 percent for Yekaterinburg to  
29 percent for Ufa). The share of deliberation fluctuated from summit to 
summit, but averaged a healthy 28 percent of the total discourse. At an 
average three percent, delivery was not high, but its presence indicated an 
awareness of accountability to the public. The global governance function 
reflected both the BRICS support of reforming existing institutions—such 
as the IMF, the World Bank and the World Health Organization (WHO)—
and the trend of establishing its own institutions.

Compliance performance

The number of concrete commitments made at summits increased, peak-
ing at 130 for the 2015 Ufa Summit. However, BRICS compliance perfor-
mance was mixed with an average of 70.7 percent. It was relatively high 
for the 2011 Sanya and 2013 Durban summits at 74 percent, while for 
the  2012 New Delhi Summit compliance amounted to 64 percent, and 
for the 2014 Fortaleza Summit it reached 70 percent. There was a clear 
trend toward a higher compliance performance with priority commit-
ments. In the absence of any self-accountability mechanisms, a shared 
sense of urgency for collective and coordinated actions remained the main 
catalyst for BRICS compliance performance. BRICS self-accountability 
mechanisms were nascent, and their emergence should encourage imple-
mentation. There was one positive example in the case of development 
and the adoption of the Strategy for BRICS Economic Partnership in 
Ufa. That decision followed the leaders’ request to their sherpas the year 
before at Fortaleza to advance discussions on intra-BRICS economic, 
trade and investment cooperation, informed by the work of the BRICS 
Think Tanks Council.

An emerging pattern for BRICS engagement with IGOs

The BRICS pattern of engagement with IGOs conforms to its mission and 
evolving identity. To enhance the effectiveness of its collective actions, the 
BRICS engages with international organizations at various levels. Up to 
and including the 2015 Ufa Summit, 675 references to 48 IGOs were regis-
tered in BRICS documents. This number increased from summit to summit 
with the exception of the second leaders’ meeting in Brasilia. The top ten 
IGOs in BRICS discourse included the UN with the highest share at 28 
percent, the G20 at 10.8 percent, the WTO following closely at 10.4 percent, 
the IMF and the World Bank at 8.8 percent and 4.2 percent respectively, 
WHO at 8.5 percent, and the United Nations Conference on Trade and De-
velopment (UNCTAD) rounding out the ninth at 3.5 percent. The BRICS 


