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While cross-border cooperation is a vital governance model for transnational challenges, many initiatives ultimately fail. Existing research exhibits a “cooperation bias,” focusing more on the conditions for success than on the systemic causes of failure, thus leaving a significant research gap. To address this gap, this study follows the PRISMA guidelines and employs a systematic literature review to conduct an in-depth thematic analysis of 138 academic articles specifically documenting cases of cross-border governance failure. The findings reveal that governance failures can be classified into an integrative typology comprising three core dimensions: (1) institutional design failure (e.g., hollowed-out implementation and monitoring, fragmentation of authority and responsibility); (2) political dynamics failure (e.g., primacy of national interests and sovereignty, asymmetric power relations); and (3) socioeconomic contextual failure (e.g., resource and capacity gaps, normative and cultural conflicts, and scale mismatches between problem and its governance). This study’s primary contribution is the systematic construction of an analytical framework for cross-border governance failure. By engaging in a critical dialogue with mainstream governance theories, the research challenges their inherent “cooperation bias” and argues that a profound understanding of failure is essential for both theoretical advancement and the construction of more resilient governance models.
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1 Introduction

In an era defined by globalization and interdependence, cross-border cooperation has been widely established as the core governance paradigm for addressing transnational challenges (Hooghe and Marks, 2003). Issues ranging from ecological concerns like climate change and transboundary pollution to socioeconomic matters such as global supply chain disruptions and public health security inherently possess a complexity and cross-border nature that exceeds the capacity of any single sovereign state to manage alone. This makes collaborative governance a normative imperative (Young, 2002). Accordingly, a series of mainstream governance theories has provided a robust intellectual foundation for this ideal of cooperation. The analytical framework of multi-level governance (MLG) theory illuminates the dispersion and interaction of authority across supranational, national, and sub-national tiers, offering a pathway to understand the formulation and execution of cross-border policies (Stephenson, 2013). Network governance theory, in turn, emphasizes the effectiveness of flexible coordination through mechanisms like trust, reciprocity, and social capital—operating outside of hierarchy and markets—which is particularly suited for tackling complex problems marked by high uncertainty (Jones et al., 1997). Together, these theories have constructed an optimistic forecast: that through well-designed institutional arrangements and sustained social interaction, actors can effectively overcome collective action problems to achieve Pareto optimality. In practice, achievements from European Union integration to the establishment of various transboundary river basin management committees seem to affirm the viability of this cooperative vision (He et al., 2024).

However, a profound tension exists between this normative theoretical landscape and a large body of empirical evidence. Running parallel to the widely cited success stories is a more pervasive, yet often overlooked, reality: a vast number of cross-border cooperative initiatives encounter severe implementation deficits, prolonged stagnation, functional distortion, or even outright failure (Howlett and Ramesh, 2014). This “reality of failure” is not an occasional deviation or an isolated event, but a structural phenomenon that recurs across different geographical regions and issue areas. When the EU-US Privacy Shield agreement, designed to protect shared data privacy, was invalidated due to irreconcilable legal conflicts, or when border management projects aimed at promoting regional peace were stymied by the prioritization of national security logic, we are forced to confront a critical question: To what extent does the elegant logic depicted by cooperation theories obscure the deep-seated conflicts and fractures of the real world? This chasm between the ideal and the reality constitutes the logical point of departure for this study, demanding that we treat “failure” with theoretical seriousness and conduct a systematic inquiry into its underlying mechanisms.

Despite a wealth of research on cross-border governance, the mainstream narrative is marked by a significant “cooperation bias.” The research agenda has been largely dominated by the question of “how to foster cooperation,” leading to a systematic emphasis on analyzing successful cases and identifying enabling factors (Medhekar and Haq, 2022). Studies that do explore failure are often conducted as individual case studies, with explanations confined to context-specific variables such as leadership changes, funding disruptions, or sudden political conflicts. This orientation has resulted in the fragmentation of knowledge: while we have accumulated numerous disparate narratives on why specific initiatives failed, we have not developed a systematic body of knowledge on how they fail. Unlike previous studies that have primarily produced descriptive lists of barriers specific to single sectors (e.g., trade or water), there is a scarcity of integrative typologies that conceptually categorize these barriers into a coherent system of failure mechanisms applicable across different domains. Consequently, academia still lacks an integrative analytical framework that transcends cases, domains, and regions to conceptualize governance failure and identify its recurring, common mechanisms and patterns. This research gap not only limits a deeper understanding of the inherent vulnerabilities within governance systems but also impairs our ability to derive generalizable theoretical insights and practical lessons from failure.

To systematically address this research gap, this paper aims to answer the following three progressive research questions: First, what are the key mechanisms that lead to the failure of cross-border governance? Secondly, can these numerous and complex mechanisms of failure be categorized into a set of common, typical patterns or types? Thirdly, what are the theoretical implications of these systematic findings on failure mechanisms and patterns for understanding, critically reflecting upon, and advancing existing mainstream governance theories?

In response to these questions, this paper puts forward the following core argument: the failure of cross-border governance is not a random, unpredictable event. Rather, it stems from systemic mismatches, conflicts, and negative feedback loops among various mechanisms within three core dimensions: institutional design, political dynamics, and the socioeconomic context. Through a systematic literature review (SLR) of 138 cases of cross-border governance failure from around the globe, this study will construct an integrative analytical framework and a typology to explain such failures. We expect that this research will not only provide a clear analytical map of why cooperation fails but also foster a critical dialogue with existing governance theories, thereby deepening the understanding of the complexity of “governance” as a core concept.

This study’s core contribution is to provide the first systematic, empirically-based typology of cross-border governance failure, developed through a rigorous SLR. This typology moves beyond scattered descriptions of failure, aiming to uncover the common mechanisms and structural roots of governance collapse. In doing so, it theoretically deepens our understanding of the inherent vulnerabilities and the logic of “fracture” within governance systems. By moving “failure” from the periphery to the center of analysis, this paper seeks to correct the prevalent “cooperation bias” in existing governance theories and to offer a new analytical perspective for assessing and designing more resilient governance arrangements.

To systematically present this research, the paper is structured as follows: chapter two details the research methodology, including the design of the systematic literature review, the specific procedures for literature retrieval and screening (following Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses, PRISMA), and the coding and thematic analysis framework applied to the final corpus of 138 core articles. Chapter three presents the core findings, detailing the typology of cross-border governance failure derived from the literature. It provides in-depth explanations and illustrations for nine specific failure mechanisms organized around the three core dimensions: institutional design, political dynamics, and the socioeconomic context. Chapter four offers an in-depth discussion of these findings. It not only explores the interlinkages among the different failure mechanisms to construct an integrative framework but also reflects on the theoretical implications of the findings for mainstream governance theories. Furthermore, it provides practical insights for policymakers on building “resilient governance.” The final chapter concludes by summarizing the paper’s central arguments, acknowledging the study’s limitations, and proposing specific directions for the future research agenda.



2 Research methods and data


2.1 Systematic literature review (SLR) framework

To systematically answer the research questions regarding the key mechanisms, typical patterns, and theoretical implications of cross-border governance failure, this study employs the method of a systematic literature review SLR. Compared to a traditional narrative review, an SLR is a more rigorous, transparent, and replicable research method that aims to comprehensively identify, evaluate, and synthesize all relevant evidence within a specific research area through a clearly predefined process (Tranfield et al., 2003). Given that the objective of this research is not merely to describe existing literature but to distill a common analytical framework and typology from a large number of disparate cases, the SLR method is ideal for minimizing researcher selection bias and ensuring the systematic nature and robustness of the findings.

The entire review process strictly adheres to the guidelines provided by the PRISMA statement (Page et al., 2021). The PRISMA guidelines offer a clear, evidence-based reporting framework for the entire process of literature retrieval, screening, eligibility assessment, and final inclusion, and it has become the gold standard for high-quality literature reviews in the social sciences (Liberati et al., 2009). Following these guidelines ensures that every step of our research is traceable and verifiable, thereby providing a solid methodological foundation for the reliability of our conclusions. Specifically, our research process comprised three core stages: first, defining a clear literature search strategy and scope; second, executing a systematic literature screening and assessment process; and third, conducting systematic data extraction and thematic analysis on the finally included articles. The subsequent sections will elaborate on these stages in detail.



2.2 Literature search, screening, and final sample


2.2.1 Literature search strategy

The literature search for this study was completed on August 12, 2025, using the Web of Science (WoS) Core Collection. This database is considered an authoritative source for high-quality systematic reviews due to its extensive journal coverage and stringent inclusion criteria. While we acknowledge the existence of other databases like Scopus and the value of grey literature (e.g., government reports), the decision to rely exclusively on the WoS Core Collection was strategic. Our objective was to construct a theoretical typology based on rigorously peer-reviewed empirical evidence to ensure the methodological robustness of the identified failure mechanisms. WoS is widely recognized for its high standards of indexing, which helps minimize the inclusion of predatory or low-quality publications. Furthermore, for the purpose of conceptual framework construction, the goal was to achieve theoretical saturation through high-quality representative cases rather than to conduct an exhaustive census of all existing reports. To ensure the comprehensiveness of the search, no upper limit was placed on the publication year of the articles. The search strategy was designed as a multi-tiered and complementary system aimed at comprehensively capturing academic literature related to cross-border governance from multiple dimensions, including core concepts, theoretical foundations, key issues, and governance challenges. The detailed search strategy and query strings are provided in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Literature search strategy and query strings.


	Search tier
	Objective and rationale
	Web of science core collection query string (TS = topic)

 

 	Tier one: core concepts 	To capture foundational literature that directly addresses the core concepts of cross-border or transboundary governance and cooperation. 	TS = (“cross-border governance” OR “transboundary governance” OR “cross-border cooperation” OR “transboundary cooperation” OR “cross-border collaboration” OR “transboundary collaboration” OR “borderland governance”)


 	Tier two: theoretical foundations 	To identify literature that applies mainstream governance theories (e.g., multi-level governance, network governance) to cross-border contexts. 	TS = (“cross-border” OR “transboundary” OR “borderland”) AND TS = (“multi-level governance” OR “network governance” OR “polycentric governance” OR “institutionalism” OR “regime theory”)


 	Tier three: key issues 	To gather research on cross-border governance within specific issue areas such as environmental, economic, security, public health, and data governance. 	TS = (“cross-border” OR “transboundary”) AND TS = (“environmental governance” OR “economic governance” OR “security governance” OR “health governance” OR “data governance” OR “tourism”)


 	Tier four: dynamics and challenges 	To retrieve literature that directly investigates challenges, conflicts, failures, or questions of effectiveness in cross-border governance and cooperation. 	TS = (“cross-border governance” OR “transboundary cooperation”) AND TS = (“failure” OR “challenge” OR “barrier” OR “conflict” OR “fragmentation” OR “ineffectiveness”)




 



2.2.2 Literature screening and final sample

The literature screening process strictly followed the PRISMA guidelines, with the specific workflow illustrated in Figure 1. The multi-tiered search strategy described above initially retrieved 4,746 articles from the database. First, after merging all search results using reference management software, we removed 642 duplicate articles, which resulted in 4,104 unique records.

[image: Flowchart of a systematic review process. Records identified from databases: 4,746. After removing 642 duplicates, 4,104 records were screened. Of these, 3,500 were excluded. Reports sought for retrieval numbered 604, with 466 excluded for reasons like not being a case study or insufficient data. Ultimately, 138 studies were included in the systematic review.]

FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flow diagram for literature screening.


Subsequently, the screening was conducted in two stages. The first stage (initial screening) involved a review of titles and abstracts. The following inclusion criterion was applied: the article had to be related to governance, cooperation, or collaboration within a cross-border or transboundary context. At this stage, a large number of articles with clearly irrelevant topics were excluded. The second stage (detailed screening) consisted of a full-text review. Articles that passed the initial screening underwent a full-text assessment to determine if they met the study’s final inclusion criterion: the article must explicitly discuss, in the form of empirical analysis or a case study, one or more specific situations in which cross-border collaborative governance failed, reached a deadlock, triggered conflict, or was proven to be ineffective. This criterion was designed to precisely focus the research sample on “cases of failure,” thereby serving the central research questions of this paper. It is important to clarify that this study adopts a broad, functionalist definition of ‘failure’. We do not limit our analysis to the complete collapse of cooperative agreements. Instead, our operational definition explicitly includes ‘functional failure’, which encompasses prolonged stagnation, gridlock in decision-making, and the inability to achieve core policy objectives despite the continued formal existence of the institution. To ensure consistency and minimize selection bias, the entire screening process was conducted by two researchers working independently. Any disagreements regarding the inclusion or exclusion of an article at either stage were resolved through discussion until a consensus was reached.

Following this rigorous screening process, a final total of 138 articles were included for systematic analysis in this study. Together, these articles form the core database for constructing the typology of cross-border governance failure.




2.3 Thematic analysis and coding framework

To systematically extract and synthesize the core mechanisms of cross-border governance failure from the 138 included articles, this study employed the method of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis is a flexible and powerful qualitative method, particularly well-suited for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (or “themes”) within a diverse dataset.

The analytical process followed an iterative coding workflow, moving from specific details to abstract concepts. First, we conducted open coding on the core arguments concerning the causes of failure in each article. At this stage, we stayed closely grounded in the source text, using short phrases or sentences to distill the direct reasons for failure in each specific case. Examples of such initial codes include “lack of effective dispute resolution mechanisms,” “unilateral actions by dominant states,” or “cultural incompatibility of local communities.”

Second, after completing the initial coding for all articles, we proceeded to the axial coding stage. Here, we repeatedly compared, categorized, and consolidated the hundreds of initial codes generated in the previous step to identify their underlying connections. Similar or related codes were grouped into more abstract conceptual categories. For instance, multiple initial codes such as “lack of monitoring,” “no sanction clauses,” and “weak enforcement” might be collectively categorized under the theme “hollowing-out of implementation and monitoring mechanisms.”

Finally, through a higher level of abstraction and integration of these categories, we formulated the core analytical dimensions of this study, which constitute the “failure typology” to be elaborated in Chapter three. This process ensured that the final research findings are firmly grounded in the empirical evidence of the literature, rather than on the subjective preconceptions of the researchers. To ensure the reliability and validity of the coding process, a rigorous collaborative approach was adopted. Initially, two researchers independently conducted open coding on a subset of 20 articles to develop a preliminary codebook. They then met to compare codes, discuss discrepancies in interpretation, and refine the definitions of each code until a stable coding framework was established. Following this, the two researchers independently coded the remaining articles, holding regular meetings throughout the process to discuss emergent themes and resolve any ambiguities. This iterative process of independent coding followed by consensus-building discussions ensured that the final thematic analysis was both robust and deeply grounded in the source data.




3 Findings: a typology of cross-border governance failure

This chapter presents the core empirical findings of the study. Through a systematic thematic analysis and coding of the 138 articles on cases of cross-border governance failure, we have identified and synthesized a series of key mechanisms that lead to the breakdown of cooperation. These mechanisms do not exist in isolation but can be integrated into three interconnected core dimensions: failures of institutional design, failures of political dynamics, and failures of socio-economic context. This chapter will build a typology for explaining cross-border governance failure around these three dimensions, providing an in-depth explanation and systematic analysis of each failure mechanism based on the empirical evidence from the reviewed literature.

In our final sample analysis, we observed a notable prevalence of studies focused on water governance and cases drawn from the European and Asian contexts. This distribution reflects geopolitical realities: transboundary water resources represent the most critical and conflict-prone shared assets, while Europe and Asia act as the most active laboratories for observing the challenges of cross-border governance.


3.1 Dimension one: failures of institutional design

Institutional design serves as the “architectural blueprint” for cross-border governance, and its quality directly determines the robustness and sustainability of cooperative efforts. The systematic review reveals that a significant number of governance failures stem from inherent flaws within the institutional design itself. These deficiencies render governance arrangements vulnerable in the face of real-world challenges, ultimately leading to the stagnation or collapse of cooperation. This section focuses on three typical mechanisms of institutional design failure: the “hollowing-out” of implementation and monitoring, the “fragmentation” of authority and responsibility, and institutional “rigidity.”


3.1.1 Hollowing-out of enforcement and monitoring

A recurring theme of failure in the analyzed literature is that many cross-border cooperation agreements and governance mechanisms, though ambitious on paper, become “paper tigers” in practice due to a lack of robust enforcement and monitoring provisions (Chitakira et al., 2022; Renner et al., 2018). This “hollowing-out” phenomenon typically manifests as the failure of a governance arrangement to establish binding dispute resolution procedures, effective sanctions for non-compliance, and an independent third-party monitoring system. This problem is particularly prominent in the field of transboundary water resource management. Numerous studies point out that while many international river treaties establish principles for water allocation, they fail to specify concrete response measures or enforcement powers in the event of a breach by one party. Consequently, these agreements often become ineffective when faced with pressures such as drought or unilateral over-extraction of water (Al-Faraj, 2017; Do O, 2012; Sorg et al., 2014). For example, an analysis of the UN Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses reveals that its commitments have fallen short precisely because of a lack of specific compliance mechanisms (Vasani, 2023). This dilemma is also evident in the legal regulation of multinational corporations, where many international soft-law norms intended to constrain corporate behavior have had minimal effect due to their lack of enforceability (Sachs, 2008). Similarly, in the case of environmental governance on the U.S.-Mexico border, the absence of enforcement and compliance mechanisms within its established cooperative commission has directly led to the continued deterioration of environmental conditions (Munoz-Melendez and Martinez-Pellegrini, 2022). This mechanism’s failure is not confined to the environmental sector; in the European Union, a lack of effective sanctions against non-compliant member states is also considered a key reason for the failure to achieve policy goals in cross-border financial regulation (Knaack, 2015), transport policy (Vickerman, 2015), and anti-corruption efforts (Ochnio, 2021). The literature further reveals that this lack of enforceability not only undermines the direct effectiveness of cooperative agreements but, more critically, also erodes the long-term trust among participating actors, making future cooperation even more difficult.



3.1.2 Fragmentation of roles and responsibilities

Another typical institutional flaw in cross-border governance is the “fragmentation” of the governance architecture. This fragmentation stems from unclear divisions of authority and responsibility, conflicting objectives, or coordination failures among multiple actors, ultimately leading to governance gridlock or policy vacuums (Marks and Miller, 2022). In complex governance systems, actors at different levels (international, national, local), from different sectors (environmental, economic, security), and of different types (government, NGOs, private sector) often operate independently according to their own mandates and goals, lacking an integrative institutional framework to coordinate their actions (Keskinen and Varis, 2012). In transnational migration governance, for example, the overlapping and conflicting functions of multiple state agencies (such as border control, internal affairs, and labor departments) frequently result in slow and mutually obstructive responses to migration issues, thereby triggering governance crises (Uzomah, 2024). In the realm of transboundary fisheries management, fragmented decision-making processes have also been identified as a significant cause of resource over-exploitation and ecosystem degradation (Abolhassani, 2023). Furthermore, the problem of institutional fragmentation is prominent in transboundary water resource management in Africa, where a lack of effective coordination among different regional organizations and national agencies hinders the achievement of integrated basin management objectives (Mwima, 2014). Recent research further confirms that during the COVID-19 global public health crisis, the uncoordinated, unilateral actions of EU member states regarding border closures, health data sharing, and vaccine procurement were a critical manifestation of the fragmentation of their internal coordination mechanisms (Novotny and Bohm, 2022). This lack of clearly defined authority and responsibility not only reduces governance efficiency but can also create institutional loopholes that allow certain actors to shirk responsibility and shift costs, ultimately undermining the foundations of the entire cooperative system.



3.1.3 Lack of institutional adaptability

The third form of institutional design failure manifests as the “rigidity” of governance mechanisms. This occurs when an institution, once established, lacks the flexibility to adjust and evolve in response to changes in the external environment, ultimately becoming obsolete as it cannot adapt to new challenges (see Table 2; VanNijnatten, 2020). Many cross-border governance arrangements are initially designed as static, “blueprint” solutions targeting specific problems under particular historical conditions (Huffman, 2009). However, these rigid institutions expose their vulnerability when confronted with technological shocks, political shifts, new scientific understanding, or sudden ecological crises. In the field of biodiversity conservation, for instance, some governance mechanisms have become trapped in a state of path-dependent “institutional lock-in,” rendering them unable to respond effectively to new threats posed by climate change (McClain et al., 2016). A particularly prominent example is the data transfer framework between the European Union and the United States. The successive invalidation of the “safe harbor” and “privacy shield” agreements was fundamentally rooted in their overly rigid design. They were unable to adapt and respond to the dynamic judicial reviews of data protection standards by the Court of Justice of the European Union in the Schrems line of cases, ultimately resulting in a major failure of cross-border data governance (McLaughlin, 2021). Together, these cases reveal that a successful cross-border governance institution requires not only present-day effectiveness but also a future-oriented, dynamic capacity for learning and adaptation.


TABLE 2 Summary of the “failures of institutional design” dimension.


	Failure mechanism
	Core manifestation
	Typical fields/cases

 

 	Hollowing-out of enforcement and monitoring 	Lack of binding dispute resolution, sanctions, and monitoring clauses, rendering agreements “paper tigers.” 	Transboundary water resource management, internal EU policies (transport, finance, anti-corruption), international soft law.


 	Fragmentation of roles and responsibilities 	Unclear authority and responsibility, conflicting goals, and coordination failure among multiple actors, leading to governance gridlock or vacuums. 	Transnational migration governance, transboundary fisheries management, African water resource management, global public health crisis response.


 	Lack of institutional adaptability 	The institution lacks dynamic adaptive capacity, falls into “institutional lock-in,” and is unable to respond to new challenges. 	Biodiversity conservation, EU-US cross-border data governance (the Schrems II case).




 




3.2 Dimension two: failures of political dynamics

If institutional design is the “skeleton” of cross-border governance, then political dynamics are the “blood” that drives or hinders its operation. The analysis reveals that even when an institutional design is formally perfect, the political realities rooted in interstate interactions are often the deeper cause of a cooperation’s ultimate failure. This section focuses on three key mechanisms of political dynamics failure: the “primacy” of national interest and sovereignty, the “asymmetry” of power relations, and the “constraints” of domestic politics.


3.2.1 Primacy of national interest and sovereignty

The essence of cross-border cooperation requires participants to cede a degree of autonomy in exchange for mutual benefits. However, when faced with critical decisions, the insistence of state actors on their own sovereignty and short-term interests constitutes the most direct challenge to cooperation (Behrens et al., 2008). Numerous cases from the systematic review demonstrate that when the commitments of cross-border cooperation conflict with national security, economic interests, or core political agendas, the latter are almost always given precedence. The border management practices between Israel and Jordan serve as a prime example; despite strong local aspirations for economic and social cooperation, Israel’s exclusionary securitization policies, grounded in national security considerations, ultimately stifled these cooperative initiatives (Arieli, 2012). In the fight against transnational organized crime, although nations face a common threat, political considerations involving sensitive issues like intelligence sharing and judicial sovereignty often override the practical need for law enforcement cooperation, leading to the failure of joint operations (Kurda, 2024). Similarly, efforts to advance asset recovery policies within the EU are frequently obstructed by member states’ reluctance to relinquish their domestic judicial autonomy (Ochnio, 2021). The most striking recent case is the EU-US cross-border data governance crisis sparked by the Schrems II ruling. The Court of Justice of the European Union ultimately invalidated the “Privacy Shield” agreement on the core grounds that U. S. national security surveillance laws failed to provide “essentially equivalent” protection for the data of EU citizens outside its sovereign territory. This clearly reveals the fragility of cooperative frameworks when the legal systems of two different sovereignties fundamentally clash (McLaughlin, 2021).



3.2.2 Asymmetry of power relations

The field of cross-border governance is not a vacuum composed of equal partners but is deeply embedded within imbalanced power structures (Lee and Paik, 2020). The literature analysis shows that asymmetries of power among participants—in military, economic, technological, or geopolitical terms—constitute another core mechanism of governance failure. This asymmetry often allows powerful states to dominate agenda-setting, rule-making, and the distribution of benefits, while weaker states are marginalized, their concerns left unaddressed (Lazniewska et al., 2023). In the domain of transboundary water resources, the theory of “hydro-hegemony” precisely describes this phenomenon: upstream or more powerful states leverage their advantageous position to control the flow and allocation of water, placing downstream or weaker states at a severe disadvantage in negotiations. This ultimately leads to the breakdown of cooperation or the establishment of highly inequitable agreements (Sakal, 2022; Sahu and Mohan, 2022). Turkey’s water policies in the South Caucasus (Sakal, 2022), as well as water disputes in the Ganges (Hanasz, 2017) and the Yarlung Zangbo-Brahmaputra river basins (Baruah et al., 2023), are all classic examples of power asymmetry eroding the foundations of cooperation. The impact of power asymmetry extends far beyond hydro-politics; in international environmental liability negotiations, conflicts of interest between developed and developing nations have also led to the failure of many agreements (Sachs, 2008). Furthermore, in the governance of North American border waters, power structures forged by colonial history have been criticized for failing to adequately represent the interests of marginalized groups, such as Indigenous peoples, and for continuing to produce negative outcomes (Strube and Thomas, 2021). Such power imbalances not only create substantive injustice but, more importantly, they destroy the minimal trust required for cooperation. This causes weaker parties, fearing exploitation or harm to their interests, to refuse participation or to comply only passively, ultimately leading to governance failure (Loodin et al., 2023).



3.2.3 Constraints of domestic politics

While states are the signatories of cross-border cooperation agreements, the costs and impacts of compliance are often borne by specific domestic regions, industries, or social groups. Consequently, domestic political agendas, the maneuvering of interest groups, and public opposition frequently become powerful “veto points” that obstruct or subvert international cooperation (see Table 3; Varkkey, 2014). The systematic review finds that many failures in cross-border governance do not stem from direct interstate conflict but are rather the result of a “misfit” between international commitments and the domestic political landscape. For example, when promoting cross-border regional integration, local governments or border communities may resist the national-level cooperative agenda due to fears of economic shocks, cultural erosion, or increased security risks (Miles, 2003). In environmental governance, interest groups from high-polluting industries often use political lobbying to prevent their governments from fulfilling commitments made in international climate or pollution control agreements (Marks and Miller, 2022). The case of cross-border cooperation between Poland and the Czech Republic vividly illustrates the complexity of domestic rules; differing administrative regulations in the two countries created asymmetries in cooperative projects, thereby weakening their effectiveness (Furmankiewicz and Trnkova, 2024). This dynamic is further exemplified by the recent dispute over the Turow Mine, where cross-border governance mechanisms failed to resolve environmental conflicts when confronted with strong domestic energy interests and local employment concerns (Böhm et al., 2025). Furthermore, the pressures of public opinion and electoral politics cannot be ignored. In some democracies, opposition parties or nationalist sentiment can politicize cross-border issues, portraying them as a “sell-out” of national sovereignty. This can compel the ruling government to adopt a more conservative or even regressive stance on cooperation, ultimately causing it to stagnate or fail (Chernolutskaia, 2022).


TABLE 3 Summary of the “failures of political dynamics” dimension.


	Failure mechanism
	Core manifestation
	Typical fields/cases

 

 	Primacy of national interest and sovereignty 	State actors prioritize sovereignty and short-term interests at critical moments, undermining cooperative commitments. 	Border security management, combating transnational crime, EU-US data governance.


 	Asymmetry of Power Relations 	Powerful states dominate agendas and benefit distribution; weaker states are marginalized, leading to a lack of trust. 	Transboundary hydro-politics (hydro-hegemony), international investment governance, Indigenous peoples’ rights.


 	Constraints of Domestic Politics 	Domestic interest groups, central-local relations, and public opinion act as “veto points” against international cooperation. 	Cross-border regional integration, compliance with international environmental agreements, ASEAN haze governance.




 




3.3 Dimension three: failures of socio-economic context

Beyond institutional design and political dynamics, the success or failure of cross-border governance is also deeply embedded in its specific socioeconomic context. These contextual factors constitute the “soil” for cooperation; if this soil is poor or unsuitable, the seeds of cooperation will struggle to take root and grow. The analysis finds that even with well-crafted institutions and sufficient political will, certain structural socioeconomic barriers can fundamentally undermine cooperative efforts. This section will explore three key mechanisms of contextual failure: the “gaps” in resources and capacities, the “conflicts” of norms and culture, and the “scale mismatch” between problems and governance.


3.3.1 Gaps in resources and capacities

Cross-border cooperation, particularly that which involves the implementation of concrete projects, requires participants to invest corresponding financial, technological, data, and human capital resources. However, in many governance practices, especially in contexts of South–South or North–South cooperation, vast disparities in these key resources and capacities among participants form a fundamental obstacle to the sustainability of cooperation (Sachs, 2008). The literature reveals that such “gaps” can lead to a series of cascading negative effects. First, the party with weaker capacity may be unable to effectively fulfill the obligations it committed to in an agreement. For example, a lack of necessary technical equipment and professional personnel for environmental monitoring, or insufficient financial resources to build supporting infrastructure, can make cooperation difficult from the very beginning (Mwima, 2014; Sambrook et al., 2014). Second, resource and capacity gaps can entrench unequal partnerships. In many development aid projects, the dominant-recipient dynamic between donors and beneficiaries in agenda-setting, project management, and evaluation standards often undermines the recipient’s sense of ownership and long-term capacity building. Once external aid is withdrawn, the cooperation becomes unsustainable (Hanasz, 2017). A recent analysis of transboundary protected areas in Africa confirms this, showing that despite grand international commitments, significant capacity gaps and inadequate funding among the participating countries have caused cooperation to exist only on paper, with project progress falling far short of expectations (Chitakira et al., 2022). This structural inequality ultimately makes the goals of cross-border cooperation unattainable and may even exacerbate development imbalances between regions.



3.3.2 Conflicts of norms and cultures

Effective cooperation depends not only on formal institutional arrangements but is also rooted in the shared norms, values, and trust among participants. When there are profound differences between parties in legal traditions, administrative cultures, business practices, or levels of social trust, significant transaction costs and barriers to cooperation can arise (Kratke, 1998). The literature analysis shows that this conflict of norms and cultures is a more subtle yet far-reaching mechanism of governance failure. For example, an analysis of cross-border economic cooperation between the Soviet Union and China reveals that the effectiveness of their collaboration was greatly diminished due to differing bureaucratic objectives (the Soviets focused on ideology, while the Chinese focused on trade) and gaps in business experience and risk awareness (Savchenko and Chernolutskaia, 2022). In transnational police cooperation, differences in police cultures and legal procedures among countries also severely hinder effective collaboration (Kurda, 2024; Carbune and Chiriac, 2020). In transnational crisis management, differing organizational cultures and communication protocols among national emergency response agencies often make it difficult to establish a unified command for action and information sharing, leading to coordination failure (Trbojevic and Radovanovic, 2024). A deeper level of conflict stems from differences in legal culture. The long-standing dilemma in EU-US cross-border data governance is rooted not only in conflicting legal statutes but also in a fundamental divergence in the value prioritization between the right to privacy (considered a fundamental human right in Europe) and national security (which holds a privileged position in the United States; McLaughlin, 2021). These cases demonstrate that ignoring deep-seated normative and cultural differences can cause even meticulously designed cooperative mechanisms to ultimately fail due to a lack of a shared foundation of understanding and trust.



3.3.3 Scale mismatch between problems and governance

The final contextual failure mechanism stems from a “scale mismatch,” where the established governance mechanism does not align with the actual scale of the problem it is meant to solve, whether geographically, functionally, or administratively (see Table 4; Hirsch, 2020). Ecosystems and socioeconomic problems have their own intrinsic operational scales, whereas governance arrangements are often constrained by pre-existing administrative boundaries and political jurisdictions. When a mismatch occurs between these two, governance failure is almost inevitable (Abolhassani, 2023). Transboundary environmental governance is a classic domain for this issue. For example, a local pollution control agreement for a specific river segment cannot solve the problem of agricultural non-point source pollution originating from the entire upstream basin. Similarly, a biodiversity conservation area confined to the territory of a single country can hardly protect species that require transnational migration (Li et al., 2024). This geographical scale mismatch leads to governance actions that “treat the symptom, not the cause,” failing to address the root of the problem. Furthermore, a functional scale mismatch can be equally critical. For instance, attempting to solve complex transboundary water issues through cooperation within a single sector (such as water management) while ignoring its strong interconnections with other sectors like energy, agriculture, and ecology (the so-called “water-energy-food nexus”) results in a “functional silo” approach to governance that is bound to fail (Wineland et al., 2022). The essence of scale mismatch is the dilemma of “using the wrong tool to solve a problem at the wrong scale,” which highlights the critical importance of a systemic, cross-scalar understanding of the problem itself when designing cross-border governance mechanisms.


TABLE 4 Summary of the “failures of socio-economic context” dimension.


	Failure mechanism
	Core manifestation
	Typical fields/cases

 

 	Gaps in resources and capacities 	Significant disparities among participants in funding, technology, and human capital, leading to an inability to comply or to unequal partnerships. 	North–South cooperation, development aid projects, large-scale transnational ecological projects.


 	Conflicts of norms and cultures 	Profound differences among participants in legal traditions, administrative cultures, and levels of trust, resulting in high transaction costs. 	Belt and Road Initiative projects, transnational police cooperation, transnational crisis management, EU-US data governance.


 	Scale mismatch between problems and governance 	The geographical or functional scale of the governance mechanism does not match the actual scale of the problem, leading to ineffectiveness. 	Transboundary environmental governance (basin pollution, species migration), water-energy-food nexus management.




 





4 Discussion


4.1 An integrative framework: the interplay of failure mechanisms

The three dimensions and their internal mechanisms presented in Chapter three are not a mutually exclusive “checklist of problems” but rather collectively form an interwoven and dynamically evolving “system of failure.” The failure of cross-border governance is rarely an isolated event triggered by a single factor; instead, it is a systemic process in which multiple mechanisms transmit effects across dimensions, mutually reinforce one another, and create vicious feedback loops. To more intuitively illustrate these complex interlinkages, we propose an integrative analytical framework of cross-border governance failure (see Figure 2). The framework is designed to clarify how a failure in any single dimension can act as a “trigger” for a chain reaction, amplifying the negative effects throughout the entire governance system via a fully interconnected network. This section, guided by the framework, will systematically elaborate on six core causal pathways that exist among the three dimensions.

[image: Flowchart illustrating the cycle of failures: Political Dynamics Failure, Socio-Economic Context Failure, and Institutional Design Failure. Arrows indicate relationships such as "Politics deepens gaps" and "Power shapes institutions," highlighting interconnected issues like capacity gaps, fragmentation, and rigid institutions.]

FIGURE 2
 An integrative analytical framework of cross-border governance failure.



4.1.1 The bidirectional shaping of political dynamics and institutional design

First, a profound, bidirectional relationship exists between politics and institutions. On the one hand, political power shapes the form of institutions. Numerous cases from the systematic review show that the “asymmetry” of power relations (a political dynamic) is an initial condition that shapes institutional arrangements (Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008). Powerful actors often leverage their advantageous negotiating position to dominate the institutional design process, creating governance frameworks that benefit themselves but lack universal binding force. This directly leads to the “hollowing-out” of enforcement and monitoring mechanisms (an institutional design failure), as powerful parties have neither the will nor the incentive to establish a strong oversight system that could effectively constrain their own behavior (Gerlak and Schmeier, 2014; Redelinghuys and Pelser, 2013). In the field of transboundary water resources, for example, “hydro-hegemonic” states use their power advantage to shape cooperative agreements that are strong on principle but weak on enforcement, thereby preserving their own freedom of action (Sakal, 2022).

On the other hand, institutional flaws can, in turn, create opportunities for destructive political behavior. An institutional architecture characterized by the “fragmentation” of authority and responsibility (an institutional design failure) can create numerous “veto points” for the “constraints” of domestic politics (a political dynamic; Bovaird, 2004). When the roles and responsibilities of multiple departments or levels of government are unclear, domestic interest groups or local governments opposed to cooperation can exploit this institutional ambiguity to selectively implement or even overtly resist international commitments. This allows the cross-border cooperation to be effectively “hollowed out” at the domestic level (Marks and Miller, 2022). In this context, institutional fragmentation is no longer merely a question of efficiency; it evolves directly into a political problem, providing legitimate institutional space for domestic “anti-cooperation” forces.



4.1.2 The mutual entrenchment of political dynamics and socioeconomic context

Second, political dynamics and the socioeconomic context can form a vicious cycle of mutual entrenchment. On the one hand, socioeconomic disparities are a root cause of political inequality. The “gaps” in resources and capacities (a socioeconomic context) are not just technical barriers to cooperation but are also structural factors that entrench power imbalances. When significant disparities in funding, technology, and human capital exist between participants, weaker parties, even if they join the governance process, often lack the necessary information and negotiating capacity to make their voices heard effectively (Sachs, 2008). This capacity gap further reinforces the “asymmetry” of power relations (a political dynamic), leading to the thorough marginalization of weaker parties in institutional negotiations and the exclusion of their core concerns from the final institutional design (Lee and Paik, 2020).

On the other hand, political decisions can, in turn, exacerbate socioeconomic divides. Unilateral actions taken by state actors based on the “primacy” of national sovereignty (a political dynamic) often directly worsen the socioeconomic conditions of a specific region. For example, exclusionary border management policies based on national security concerns can stifle spontaneous economic and social cooperation among borderland populations, thereby deepening their economic marginalization (a socioeconomic context; Arieli, 2012). This “de-cooperation” driven by political decisions adds further strain to an already fragile socioeconomic foundation.



4.1.3 The disjuncture between institutional design and socioeconomic context

Finally, a bidirectional relationship of disjuncture and mutual erosion also exists between institutional design and the socioeconomic context. On the one hand, socioeconomic conflicts hinder the formation of institutional consensus. When profound “conflicts” of norms and cultures (a socioeconomic context) exist between participants, they may struggle to even agree on the basic goals, principles, and procedures of cooperation. For instance, the long-standing dilemma of EU-US cross-border data governance is rooted in a fundamental divergence in the value prioritization between the right to privacy and national security. This deep-seated difference in legal culture renders any institutional arrangement fragile and makes a stable consensus difficult to form (McLaughlin, 2021).

On the other hand, rigid institutions can worsen socioeconomic predicaments. An institutional arrangement that lacks adaptability (an institutional design failure), when faced with new technological shocks or socioeconomic changes, not only fails to solve problems but may itself become a source of their exacerbation. For example, a rigid transboundary resource management institution that fails to adjust to new scientific evidence or the impacts of climate change can lead to severe inequities in resource allocation, thereby intensifying socioeconomic conflicts between regions (a socioeconomic context; Af Rosenschold et al., 2014). In such cases, the institution itself becomes a “stumbling block” to the healthy development of the socioeconomic system.

In summary, the failure of cross-border governance is a complex, systemic emergent phenomenon. As illustrated in Figure 2, the complete, bidirectional causal chains among the three dimensions together weave an inescapable “web of failure.” Therefore, the diagnosis of and response to failure must transcend any single mechanism and adopt a more holistic and systemic perspective.




4.2 Theoretical implications: what failures teach us about governance theories

By systematically analyzing cases of failure, this study not only constructs an explanatory typology but, more importantly, offers a critical perspective from which to re-examine the mainstream theories that dominate contemporary governance research. We find that many widely accepted governance theories, such as network governance, multi-level governance, and new institutionalism, have made outstanding contributions to explaining why cooperation occurs and how it functions. However, their theoretical frameworks often have an embedded “cooperation bias.” This bias tends to treat cooperation as a default and desirable goal, focusing primarily on the conditions and mechanisms that foster it, while relatively neglecting the “dark side”—the forces that systemically and structurally lead to the failure of cooperation.

Network governance theory posits the network as an effective mode of coordination based on trust and reciprocity, distinct from markets and hierarchies (Jones et al., 1997). However, the findings of this study challenge this idealized vision of the network. The mechanisms revealed in Chapter Three—such as the “asymmetry of power relations,” the “primacy of national interest,” and “conflicts of norms and cultures”—demonstrate that a governance network is far from a neutral platform for collaboration. Instead, it is often an arena for power struggles and conflicts of interest. A successful “network” may not arise from the spontaneous collaborative will of its actors but requires preconditions such as a benign power structure, a shared normative foundation, and sufficient complementary resources. When these preconditions are absent (a common situation in cross-border contexts), a network not only fails to promote cooperation but may become a tool for powerful states to control weaker ones, or for the core to control the periphery, thereby exacerbating rather than resolving governance dilemmas. Therefore, the study of failure urges network governance theory to more systematically integrate “anti-network” factors like power, conflict, and inequality into its core analytical framework.

Similarly, the schools of institutional analysis represented by multi-level governance and new institutionalism provide sophisticated analytical tools for understanding the formation, evolution, and impact of institutions in the cross-border field (Hooghe and Marks, 2003; North, 1990). These theories emphasize how formal and informal “rules of the game” shape actors’ expectations and reduce transaction costs. However, the abundant evidence of institutional “hollowing-out,” “fragmentation,” and “rigidity” in this study suggests that institutions themselves can be strategically designed as “tools of failure.” Powerful actors may intentionally create institutions with unclear responsibilities and weak oversight to evade their own accountability; rigid institutions can become a “protective shield” for vested interests resisting change. In such cases, the institution is no longer the solution to the problem but becomes part of the problem itself. This challenges a latent functionalist tendency in institutionalist theory, which often assumes that institutions exist primarily to achieve collective goals. The study of failure, in contrast, reveals the “dysfunctional” aspect of institutions. It argues that studying “why institutions fail” is as important as studying “why they work,” and it prompts us to shift our analytical focus from “how institutions enable cooperation” to “what political and social forces cause the systemic failure of institutions.”

In conclusion, this study does not aim to reject mainstream governance theories outright. Instead, by systematically presenting the side of governance failure, it seeks to offer a critical supplement and corrective. The study of failure is not merely an empirical addition to existing theories; it is a necessary path for developing and deepening these theories. It reminds us that any theory of “good governance” must be built upon a profound understanding of “bad governance.”



4.3 Practical implications: towards resilient governance

Ultimately, the purpose of learning from a systematic analysis of failure is to better achieve success. The findings of this study offer important practical implications for policymakers and practitioners seeking to build more resilient cross-border governance mechanisms that can better withstand the risks of failure. Resilient governance does not refer to a perfect, failure-proof system, but rather to a capacity to anticipate risks, adapt to change, and even learn and recover from failures (Folke et al., 2016). Based on the findings of this research, we propose the following three core practical principles.

First, governance design should shift from pursuing the “optimal” to embracing the “adaptive.” As revealed in Chapter three, “institutional rigidity” is a key mechanism leading to failure. Traditional governance models tend to seek static, one-off “blueprint” solutions, but these are extremely vulnerable in uncertain cross-border environments. Therefore, practitioners should embed the concept of adaptive management into institutional design from the very outset (Gunderson, 1999). Specific measures include setting clauses for regular review and revision within cooperative agreements;for instance, in hydropolitics, this implies moving away from fixed quotas to dynamic allocation models based on real-time climate data; establishing independent, evidence-based joint monitoring and evaluation committees empowered to recommend adjustments to decision-making bodies; and, where feasible, adopting an “experimentalist governance” approach by using small-scale pilot projects to test different cooperation models and iterating based on feedback (Sabel and Zeitlin, 2012).

Second, the governance process must directly confront and proactively manage asymmetries of power and capacity. This study’s findings repeatedly confirm that the “asymmetry of power relations” and “gaps in capacities” are structural forces that erode the foundations of cooperation. Avoiding these issues only gives rise to cooperative frameworks that are superficially equitable but practically unsustainable. Therefore, building resilient governance requires making “empowerment” a core part of the agenda. For participants with weaker capacities, cooperative agreements should explicitly include long-term, targeted capacity-building plans covering technical training, financial support, and institutional development (Mwima, 2014; Sambrook et al., 2014). At the same time, the active introduction of neutral third-party mediation and arbitration mechanisms can effectively buffer the excessive influence of powerful states in negotiations and create a more level playing field for weaker parties (Trondalen, 2004). Specifically in transborder security cooperation, this could involve establishing joint command centers with shared data access to prevent unilateral dominance. Furthermore, designing fairer and more transparent cost–benefit sharing mechanisms to ensure that the outcomes of cooperation benefit all participants is the fundamental guarantee for sustaining long-term relationships and building mutual trust.

Finally, governance practices must extend beyond formal agreements to invest heavily in the cultivation of trust and shared norms. The large number of failure cases, particularly those stemming from “conflicts of norms and cultures” and the “constraints of domestic politics,” demonstrate that a formal agreement alone is far from sufficient to support robust cooperation. Trust, shared understanding, and cross-cultural communication skills are the indispensable “social capital” of cross-border cooperation (Coleman, 1988). To this end, policymakers should invest more resources in “Track II” diplomacy and cross-societal dialogues. For example, before official negotiations begin, unofficial workshops, joint research projects, and expert group dialogues can effectively bridge cognitive divides and create a positive atmosphere for official talks. Encouraging regular exchange mechanisms among communities, businesses, and non-governmental organizations in border regions, as well as implementing personnel exchanges and joint training programs between government agencies of the relevant countries, can all help to subtly cultivate a shared administrative culture and professional norms, thereby providing a solid social foundation for the formal governance framework.




5 Conclusion and future research agenda


5.1 Review of core findings

This paper aimed to systematically answer the core question: “Why does cross-border cooperation fail?” Through a systematic review and thematic analysis of 138 academic articles on cases of cross-border governance failure, this study has made two primary contributions.

First, this study constructed an integrative typology that explains the failure of cross-border governance. The research found that numerous governance failures do not stem from single, incidental causes but can be categorized into three interconnected core dimensions: failures of institutional design (manifested in hollowing-out of enforcement and monitoring, fragmentation of roles and responsibilities, and lack of institutional adaptability); failures of political dynamics (manifested in primacy of national interest and sovereignty, asymmetry of power relations, and constraints of domestic politics); and failures of socio-economic context (manifested in gaps in resources and capacities, conflicts of norms and cultures, and scale mismatch between problems and governance). This typology is the first to systematically and trans-domainly present the key mechanisms leading to the failure of cooperation, providing a clear analytical map for understanding the “fractures” in governance.

Second, this study moved beyond a static list of failure mechanisms to propose an integrative analytical framework that reveals their internal linkages. The research emphasizes the complex interplay and cascading effects among the failure mechanisms of different dimensions; for example, political power asymmetry is often the root cause of the hollowing-out of institutional design. Building on this, the study engaged in a critical dialogue with mainstream governance theories such as network governance and new institutionalism, arguing for the existence of a “cooperation bias” within them and positing that the study of failure is a crucial path for correcting and advancing existing theory.



5.2 Research limitations

Although this study strove for rigor, it is subject to several inherent limitations. First, the literature search relied primarily on the WoS Core Collection and was focused on English-language publications. This may have introduced a “language bias,” potentially excluding important research findings published in other languages. Second, due to the nature of the systematic review method, our analysis was based mainly on published academic literature. This may have led to the omission of rich cases and insights contained within “grey literature,” such as government reports and non-governmental organization assessments, which constitutes a form of “publication bias.” Third, the unit of analysis in this study was the “failure mechanism.” While we sought to synthesize evidence from multiple cases for each mechanism, the scope of a review piece precluded an in-depth, process-tracing analysis of any single, specific case of failure. These limitations leave important space for future research to explore.

Further methodological limitations should also be acknowledged. First, this review did not employ a standardized tool (e.g., CASP or JBI checklists) to formally assess the risk of bias within each of the 138 included studies. This means our findings are based on all studies that met the eligibility criteria, without weighting them according to their internal methodological rigor. Second, we did not conduct a formal certainty of evidence assessment (e.g., using GRADE-CERQual) for our synthesized findings. Therefore, the failure typology presented in this paper should be interpreted as a comprehensive “phenomenon map” of the reasons for failure reported in the existing academic literature, rather than a “strength rating” of their causal impact. Future research could build upon our framework by applying these formal assessment tools to test the robustness and generalizability of the failure mechanisms we have identified.



5.3 Future research agenda

Based on this study’s findings and limitations, we contend that research on cross-border governance failure is still in its early stages. Future scholarly inquiry could be deepened in the following directions:

First, moving from “why failures occur” to “how to learn from failure.” This study has focused primarily on diagnosing failure. However, a more constructive question is whether and how actors can learn from failed experiences and make adaptive adjustments (Birkland, 2019). Future research could employ process-tracing or comparative case study methods to conduct deep dives into cases that experienced failure but ultimately achieved institutional repair or the revival of cooperation. Such work could reveal the learning mechanisms and organizational routines that underpin “resilient governance.”

Second, deepening the causal analysis of specific failure mechanisms. This study has constructed a macro-level typology. However, the micro-processes through which each failure mechanism (such as the “asymmetry of power relations” or “scale mismatch”) is triggered and evolves in a specific context to ultimately cause the collapse of cooperation still require more in-depth exploration. Future research could focus on a particular mechanism identified in this study and conduct more targeted comparative case analyses to establish more fine-grained causal chains.

Third, systematically incorporating the role of non-state actors into the analytical framework. The analysis in this study has focused primarily on state or intergovernmental actors. In contemporary global governance, however, the role of non-state actors—such as multinational corporations, large technology platforms, and international non-governmental organizations—is increasingly prominent. They can be facilitators of cooperation, but they can also be producers of governance failure. For example, the control over cross-border data flows by tech giants poses a significant challenge to traditional state-centric data governance frameworks (Verbeke and Hutzschenreuter, 2021). Future research needs to systematically investigate the roles and impacts of these actors in governance failure. Beyond the tech sector, research should also explore how civil society organizations and NGOs influence failure—either by their exclusion from governance design, which leads to a legitimacy deficit, or by their uncoordinated actions that may exacerbate normative conflicts.

Fourth, prospectively assessing the risks of governance failure in emerging domains. Most of the cases in this study were drawn from traditional domains like the environment, the economy, and security. However, with the rapid advancement of technology, new cross-border governance challenges are constantly emerging. In new fields such as artificial intelligence, gene editing, outer space exploration, and even global carbon markets, the initial signs of potential “conflicts of norms and cultures,” “scale mismatch,” and “capacity gaps” are already visible (Kalenzi, 2022). Future research should be more forward-looking, identifying and warning of the potential risks of cross-border governance failure in these emerging domains to provide theoretical support for building more anticipatory and adaptive governance mechanisms.
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