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The Search For an Appropriate Model For International AI Governance: 

Suggesting a Polycentric Approach 

Introduction  

Artificial Intelligence (AI), has been advancing at an exponential pace in the recent years. A study 

conducted by Stanford states that the computational ability of AI has well surpassed the rate of 

increase stated in the Moore’s Law and is now progressing at a rate of 3.4 times every two months 

(Saran, 2019). The fact that humans are inching closer towards developing Artificial General 

Intelligence might sound fascinating at first but it is in these moments where we should take a step 

backwards and try to evaluate all the development which has happened up till now, in relation to AI. 

Paraphrasing Robert Oppenheimer, when you realise that you can make something technically innovative and 

you go ahead you make it and it is only after you make it, you indulge into an argument about it, this is the way 

to make an atomic bomb1.  

This statement can very well be applied to AI owing to the unsupervised manner in which it is being 

developed right now. Nick Bostrom who is a leading AI researcher at the Future of Life Institute 

elaborates upon this notion in one of his TED Talk’s (Bostrom, 2015). He states that when an AI is 

intellectually inferior to humans and it is given the command to make humans smile it might perform 

actions that us humans generally find funny, but when AI achieves super intelligence, it might realise 

that there are other more efficient means of making humans smile, such as attaining world domination 

and start sticking an electrode in every human’s face so that we never stop smiling, which is why it 

becomes extremely important to make sure that the development of AI is human centric (Bostrom, 

2015). Even though this can be termed as an exaggerated example, but it is necessary to acknowledge 

the underlying notion behind this example that before developing more advanced AI, an economic and 

regulatory environment should be set up which facilitates the advancement of AI in a healthy manner, 

ensuring that the goals of the AI we are developing align with ours.  

Broadly speaking, any AI system is exposed to two kinds of risks, and these can be divided into internal 

and external risks. External risks can be watered down to tampering of the AI system by a third party 

such as “hacking” and internal risks arise when the results produced by the AI are formally correct 

but suboptimal or completely unsafe in nature in nature, owing to its faulty algorithm (Kumar, R., 

Snover, J., et al., 2019) . AI systems in today’s time have managed to become so advanced that their 

programmer’s themselves are not able understand how they are functioning. Because of the enormous 

computational ability of the AI system, the patterns and the algorithms which it is able to build for 

itself can’t be comprehended by humans, simply because they are way too layered and dense for a 

human mind to understand (Knight, 2017). This has resulted in the formation of a “black box” effect 

in the field AI, which is also rendering such systems unverifiable with respect to “internal risks” 

Essentially, we don’t know whether the outcome that the AI system is providing us, is the best 

outcome or not.  

For example, Joel Dudley leads the team of the AI program called “Deep Patient”, which uses an AI 

algorithm to predict diseases based on the patients’ records. “Deep Patient” has been extremely 

accurate to predict a mental disorder like schizophrenia, which human doctors find extremely hard to 

diagnose (University Herald, 2017).  Even though Dudley claimed that they can develop similar 

advanced AI models, they did not know how such models actually function .The example of “Deep 

Patient” which is mentioned above, is only one of the many cases(Knight, 2017) where the developers 

don’t know whether the AI system developed by them is accurate or not. What is appalling is that 

even after the appearances of such stark examples where the individuals behind the AI system have 

gone on record to say that they can’t explain the functioning of the AI they have built (Knight, 2017), 

 
1 See in, Luke Muehlhauser and Nick Bostrom (2014). WHY WE NEED FRIENDLY AI . Think, 13, pp 41-47 
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there seems to be no form of regulation being put up by any authority or any institution around the 

world (except for European Union in the GDPR2)  which tries to regulate the development of AI 

systems which can’t be explained. This issue of the “black box” effect in AI cannot be seen in isolation. 

When AI systems lacking “explainability” are employed in areas having a direct effect on social actors, 

the outcomes which are calculated by such AI systems can turn out to be discriminatory and 

oppressive in nature. For example, Kade Crockford who is the director of the Technology Liberty 

programme at ACLU Massachusetts, criticises the use of facial recognition technology in surveillance 

because it endangers the black and brown people in the United States (Crockford, 2020).  

It is imperative to note that AI is a general-purpose technology, hence, its area of application is 

extremely versatile and is capable of having a pervasive impact across manufacturing, transportation, 

education, ammunitions, health, surveillance, and other sectors (Meltzer & Kerry, 2021). All these 

issues which are prevalent in the field of AI coupled with its rapid growth and expansion into various 

fields, necessitates the need of regulation and a governance framework, but it is extremely hard to pin 

down on any one form of governance which might be able to bring all of AI technology within its 

ambit. This report tries to analyse this very dilemma of choosing a governance framework for AI 

technologies. The first section of this report sheds light on the current trend in International AI 

governance. The second section of this report evaluates whether a binary structure of international 

governance i.e either “centralised” or “decentralised” would be suited for a disruptive technology like 

AI or not. The third section of this report suggests a “polycentric” approach to international AI 

governance and emphasises on the importance of having a “plurality-first outlook to AI development” 

which will be purported through the “polycentric approach”. Since the bulk of AI technology is being 

developed by the “global north”, their approach to regulation and development of AI, will not be 

applicable to the “global south” owing to the regional and cultural differences, which thus calls for an 

indigenised approach aided by an international framework, in relation to development of AI.  

Current trends in International AI Governance 

The topic of regulation of AI technology is one which is heavily debated, but essentially all of them 

can be fit into the category of “centralised” or “decentralised”.  The divide that exists between 

individuals who argue for vertical standards and the ones who call for transversal regulations (Sample, 

2017; Mulgan, 2016). The individuals in favour of vertical standards argue that health, education etc. 

have their own trajectories, risk which is why a centralised body would not have enough resources to 

manage the regulation of AI and hence only a decentralised system would be able to address the 

nuances of each and every sector and provide for a well modelled AI system. The latter emphasise on 

interoperability of laws and to develop common standards for AI governance. For example the 

creation of  a council for national robotics without police power but with technical capacity to make 

recommendations (Calo, 2014). a Federal Algorithm Directorate, modeled after the US’s FDA, 

essentially adopting a regulatory sandbox approach (Tutt, 2016). Now another form of governance 

which can be adopted, is having an international overarching organisation which sets universal 

standards for all the countries who are a part of it and ensure uniformity of application of laws. Many 

countries have resorted to develop their own AI policies. The European Union also vouches for the 

universal of application of laws when it comes to AI and develop a policy which is rooted in EU values 

and ethics (Pomares, Abdala). The EU is focusing on a human centred approach to AI where certain 

necessary factors would be need to be taken into consideration while developing an AI system, they 

include technical robustness, safety and the need for resilient systems to prevent or minimize 

unintentional damages; privacy and data governance; transparency; diversity, non-discrimination and 

fairness; social and environmental wellbeing and accountability3. While some countries like Estonia 

have decided to focus on the development a of AI by creating a collaboration between private and 

public entities to build an all-encompassing AI legislation, countries like China have decided to take a 

value-oriented approach without placing any regulation on AI first, and they also have gone on to 

 
2 Article 22, GDPR 
3 Please refer to https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/news/ethics-guidelines-trustworthy-ai 
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develop “the Beijing Principles of AI” which is essentially a code of conduct for researchers, developers 

and policy makers to follow in the long term (Pomares, Abdala). In the meanwhile, the Chinese 

Government has tried to expand its hold on the private actors when it comes to collection of data. The 

data protection law which has been enacted by the Chinese Parliament states that the government 

wouldn’t require prior consent of the individuals before collecting their data in national interest as 

long they are doing it lawfully. 

In the United States the National AI R&D Strategic Plan prepared in 2016 and updated in 2019 set 

priorities for federal investment in AI R&D (National AI R and D, 2019). The National Institute of 

Science and Technology is developing a comprehensive model on AI standards that is data-driven and 

could be the basis for a common understanding on how to measure trustworthy AI (NIST, 2019).  

Despite having developed a national AI strategy and debating several bills within its territory, 

especially in matters of privacy, the US does not yet have a comprehensive national regulation (Kerry, 

2019). Various laws have been passed in the United States which curtail the power of the government 

and private entities  to use AI for surveillance purposes such as Commercial Facial Recognition 

Privacy Act of 2019, the Facial Recognition Technology Warrant Act, and the No Biometric Barriers 

Act of 2019.  

However, the common trend that can be noticed in all of the AI regulations which have been discussed 

above are mostly about regulating data and data privacy and do not tackle AI on any other fronts such 

as algorithm. There is no trace of a more comprehensive AI legislation which provides for an all-

embracing regulation including procedures for observing the development of AI technologies and 

ensuring accountability.  

Global regulation on AI has just started to emerge and no substantial development has happened. The 

OECD members agreed on certain AI principles which were adopted by the G20 (OECD, 2020a) and 

the Global Partnership on AI has been launched by the G7(GPAI, 2020). There have been some 

attempts made by UN associated organisations with regards to AI policy making (ITU, 2019). The 

UN Secretary General intends to establish a multistakeholder advisory body on global AI cooperation 

(United Nations Secretary-General, 2020). UNESCO, the Council of Europe, and the OECD have 

similarly convened multistakeholder groups tasked with drafting policy instruments (Council of 

Europe (COE), 2020; UNESCO, 2020;; OECD, 2020b).  

On the question of whether these organisations would be effective or not, is up for contest because 

they have a very fragmented membership and were not originally created to deal with AI related 

matters and also lack enforcement mechanisms (see Morin et al., 2019).   

Centralisation vs Decentralisation  

This part of the report weighs out the pros and cons of having a solely centralised or decentralised 

framework for AI governance and attempts to answer the question, “Whether we could have a binary 

governance framework for AI or not?”. If we want to develop a human centric AI the first thing which 

we have to figure out is the institutional design of the body which is going to govern AI (Cihon, Mass, 

Kemp, 2020).   

Centralised regimes are often opted for by states to reduce costs, avoid forum shopping and increased 

efficiency by avoiding duplicate efforts. On the other hand, a decentralised regime might be less 

efficient if not organised and be more costly because then the funds would have to divided across 

multiple institutions (Morin et al., 2019).  With decentralised institutions comes the inherent 

increased cost of monitoring and the added risk of forum shopping because of overlapping direction 

by different institutes (Esty and Ivanova, 2002). Because these fragmented institutions might also 

involve fragmented participation the policy which is enacted by them might not enjoy international 

recognition, leading to differences in the way technology is being implemented in different parts of 

the world, resulting in ambiguity. This ambiguity would also make it difficult to ensure whether the 

rights of the individuals are being protected or not. Having a completely decentralised regime would 

also create barriers for entry with respect to non-state actors and their lack of participation can prove 
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to be detrimental for the core objective of creating a policy for AI because it is these non-state actors 

which currently possess the technical expertise in the field. However, the non-state actors such as “big 

tech” companies who have the resources to participate in these institutions might be able to capitalise 

on this opportunity, shaping these institutions to favour their interest (Kuyper, 2014). But if we have 

a solely centralised institution we might risk getting outpaced by the rate of development of AI and 

they might not be able to act fast enough owing to their multilateral nature. The history of centralised 

governance framework provides evidence that the centralised institutions can be extremely slow to 

function due higher participation. For example, General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), 

negotiations for a 26 per cent cut in tariffs between 19 countries took 8 months in 1947. The Uruguay 

round, beginning in 1986, took 91 months to achieve a tariff reduction of 38 per cent between 125 

parties (Martin and Messerlin, 2007).  Owing to the difference in technological abilities and expertise 

in member states they might take up an opposing stance to each other leading to lengthy discussions 

because of lack of consensus (Picker, 2001). Just like the decentralised institutions are at the risk of 

being manipulated by “big tech” companies, in a similar manner a centralised institution is also 

exposed to the risk of regulatory capture by powerful member states which have vested economic and 

military interests, for example undue corporate influence in the World Health Organisation during 

the 2009 H1N1 pandemic (Deshman, 2011). Having a centralised international organisation might 

suggest extensive regulation or a proactive approach with enforcement of hard global rules which 

might dissuade certain countries from participating in such an organisation. Hence to increase 

participation, the organisation might go on to relax its rules, this is called the “breadth vs depth 

dilemma” (Cihon, Mass, Kemp, 2020).  This dilemma refers to sacrificing better rules for increased 

participation. One of the examples of this dilemma is presented by the Paris Agreement on Climate 

Change (Agreement) where the U.S negotiators argued for a “pledge and review” structure with 

respect to certain legal obligations under the Agreement (Kemp, 2017). The Agreement was watered 

down so as to ensure the participation of U.S but then U.S left the Agreement and this entire charade 

resulted in weakening of the obligations under the Agreement. Decentralisation could be a possible 

solution to this dilemma, and example of this can also be found in climate governance only. It is 

claimed  that the US-led Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate helped, rather 

than hindered climate governance, as it bypassed the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC) deadlock and secured (non-binding) commitments from actors not bound by the Kyoto 

Protocol (Zelli, 2011). 

After weighing the pros and cons of centralised and decentralised regimes one thing which is clear is 

that none of them would be able to provide an ideal governance framework for AI technology owing 

to their deficiencies. But one thing which can be derived from the above analysis is that what is lacking 

in a centralised regime is usually found in a decentralised regime and vice – a – versa. Hence the author 

proposes the adoption of a hybrid or in other words a polycentric regime which is aided by an 

international   centralised regime as a solution to the governance dilemma posed by AI.  

The Importance of Pluralism and Polycentric Approach  

Algorithms are a product of human creation, hence there is a chance that the human biases might seep 

into the AI software while it is being developed. There is a possibility that the large sets of data which 

is being used to develop the AI might be biased, thus resulting in the creation of a biased algorithm 

(Lodge & Mennicken, 2017). The only way to avoid having a biased set of data in the first place is to 

have data which accounts for the complex social and historical settings of a particular region. Hence, 

it becomes all the more important for countries to study the impact of AI technology before applying 

it. Since most of the literature on AI has emerged from the Global North, it fails to consider the 

regional, cultural, and historical diversities present in the Global South, making the prevalent body of 

research unproductive because AI technology based on such research, if applied in the Global South 

would either lead to inefficient or biased results (Pomares & Abdala). Osoba has termed this practice 

of identifying the interplay of specific cultural and social characteristics of a region with technological 

innovation as “technoculture pluralism” (Osoba, 2020). “Technocultural Pluralism” deviates from the 

idea of having a value neutral technology and asserts that application of technology on a problem is 
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always subject to cultural influence and hence sociological factors should be accounted for while 

developing new technology. This assertion especially holds its ground in relation to AI technology. 

Since  modern AI technology is based on machine learning, they need huge sets of data to become 

more advanced, and these data ecosystems present comprehensive records of cultural values and 

norms – neutral, good, or bad (Osoba, 2020).  The present diversity in application of technology 

further substantiates on the existence of global cultural pluralism, for example the difference in how 

facial recognition technology was received in China and America, where it was vehemently opposed 

by the Americans and accepted by the Chinese (Economic Times, 2019; Borak, 2021). An inclination 

to towards “technoculture pluralism” can be noticed after analysing the recent data localisation norms 

passed around the world, for example, Article 45 of the EU GDPR4, Article 37 of China’s data security 

law5, Russia’s Federal Law no.242-FZ. The localisation of data will help encourage the development 

of AI technology at a domestic level and also result in increased efficiency since the technology would 

be catered towards the local population. 

The concept of “polycentricity” in governance was first envisaged by Vincent Ostrom, it is described 

as a system of ‘many autonomous units formally independent of one another, choosing to act in ways 

that take account of others, through processes of cooperation, competition, conflict, and conflict 

resolution” (Ostrom, 2014). The main idea behind the  “polycentric approach” is that the government’s 

need to deviate from the idea of entirely relying on international institutions to solve global issues ” 

(Ostrom, 2012).   Paraphrasing, Elinor Ostrom  multilateral policies are necessary but not sufficient, 

to address the global collective-action problem (Ostrom, 2010; Ostrom, 2012).Because anything which 

is done on an international level would anyways have to be realised through the actions and policy 

formed by domestic institutions, hence it is best to enhance the co-ordination and self-organisation of 

local actors and leave the dilemma of international co-operation to the central organisation formed at 

the global level. The most important concept behind the polycentric approach is “self-organisation”. 

It refers to the “non-domination” of an individual or a group of actors and grant them the freedom to 

set up their own rules. Hence, what self-organisation is arguing for is participation of all the 

stakeholders at a domestic level, instead of blindly adopting the framework formulated by a centralised 

international organisation, which is not even considerate of the specific social, economic, and cultural 

specificities of the country. The other major feature of a “polycentric” approach is “site specific 

conditions” which argues for precise analysis of specific actor and situational characteristics (Dorsch 

& Flachsland, 2017).  To further elaborate, “site specific conditions” have a pluralistic approach to 

policy making and it starts by recognising the specific actors and their ability to co-operate with each 

other, since working together could help them achieve their goal in a more efficient manner and also 

avoid overlapping of efforts. This is followed by asking those individual actors their preferences, 

competencies and constraints, in simple words “who wants to do what?” and “who can do what?” 

(Dorsch & Flachsland, 2017). A polycentric model would thus incentivise the development of AI which 

is tailored towards solving local issues by adopting a pluralistic and indigenised towards AI policy 

making. The third tenet of the “polycentric approach” is “Experimentation and Learning”, which is 

related to experimentation and mutual learning so as to make up for the dynamic changes in the 

subject matter that you are trying to regulate. This sharing of knowledge amongst various institutions 

can foster co-operation and also help create a collective database which could be used by the 

fragmented and the central institutions for the purpose of policy making. It can help facilitate an 

environment where both the state and the nonstate actors could participate in the process of policy 

making at different levels and then share the insights which they have gathered, essentially creating 

a structure which structure with an aggressive “bottom up” and a salient “top down” approach (Dorsch 

& Flachsland, 2017).  Thus, a “polycentric approach” accounts for most of the issues which are 

prevalent in binary models of governance framework discussed in this section. It can’t be manipulated 

or be at risk of regulatory capture because of its fragmented structure. The issue of forum shopping 

will not arise because for a “polycentric” framework it has to be a part of an international centralised 

 
4 GDPR, 2016. 
5 Cybersecurity Law, 2016 
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multilateral institutions which would ensure the formulation of a proper dispute resolution 

mechanism. It would be able to respond to the dynamic changes or issues which are a resultant of 

development in AI because the decentralised don’t waste much time in discussion and deliberation 

since they are composed of likeminded individuals and would be able to take swift action. International 

co-operation could be facilitated by the central organisation which wouldn’t have been possible with 

a completely decentralised regime. And as already mentioned before adopting a “polycentric approach” 

would also remedy the lack of pluralism which is prevalent in a purely centralised approach.    

 

Conclusion 

A modular “polycentric approach” might be the answer to an international governance structure for 

AI. But there are some important prerequisites which need to be fulfilled before we could adopt such 

an approach. A “polycentric approach” could only work if roles of the individual actors are clearly 

defined, and proper accountability could be established. An important part of a polycentric approach 

is self-organisation, where fragmented institutions try to bring order to an initially disorganised 

system. The scope and functions of each and every actor, who is a part of the “polycentric regime” 

should be made explicit to avoid any ambiguity which might lead to duplication of efforts. It is 

imperative to note that the author in this report has attempted to provide a very rudimentary analysis 

of the benefits of a “polycentric” AI governance regime. The issues that have been examined by the 

author are not exhaustive and further research could be done to provide a more nuanced perspective 

on the same. Whatever insights remain will require a deeper analysis of the topic and underlying 

geopolitics behind it.     
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