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7 Communication about Authority  
and Purpose

When global and domestic elites communicate about IOs, they do not 
only invoke IOs’ procedures and performances in support of their posi-
tions but also the authority and purposes of these organizations. The 
authority of IOs is frequently cited when critics accuse IOs of undermin-
ing state sovereignty, or when supporters praise IOs as arenas for trans-
national problem-solving. Consider the slogan of the Leave campaign 
in the run-up to the British referendum on EU membership – “Take 
back control!” – which accused the EU of being too powerful and urges 
the UK to resurrect its national sovereignty. Conversely, others, like 
Guy Verhofstadt, Belgian Member of the European Parliament, have 
called for more authority for the EU in the fight against the coronavirus: 
“People want the EU to act decisively, but few want the EU to have the 
powers to make this possible. Individual governments think they can do 
it better until it is too late. We are now trying to fight a pandemic with 
our hands tied!” (Express, April 8, 2020).

Similarly, the social purpose of an IO is an integral part of the mes-
sage when elites express concern or support for the policy goals of an 
organization, as shown in Chapter 2. Consider how Nikki Haley, then 
US Ambassador to the UN, accused the UN Human Rights Council 
of betraying its purpose, when justifying the US decision to withdraw 
from the body: “I want to make it crystal clear that this step is not a 
retreat from human rights commitments. On the contrary, we take 
this step because our commitment does not allow us to remain a part 
of a hypocritical and self-serving organization that makes a mockery 
of human rights” (NPR, June 19, 2018). In contrast, the UN itself 
invokes human rights as one of its principal aims and purposes when 
presenting itself on its homepage: “In 1948, the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights brought human rights into the realm of inter-
national law. Since then, the Organization has diligently protected 
human rights through legal instruments and on-the-ground activities” 
(UN 2020).
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In one way, it is the authority and purpose of an IO that make 
it an inherently political institution – not only in terms of machin-
ery for political decision-making but also in terms of the political 
aims and means of the organization. It is by setting goals for an 
IO and by empowering this IO that states constitute IOs as polit-
ical institutions. Yet, so far, we know little about the effects on 
popular legitimacy of elites invoking the authority and purposes of 
IOs in their communication about these organizations. While ear-
lier research presents expectations that authority (Zürn et al. 2012; 
Zürn 2018) and purpose (Barnett 1997; Lenz and Viola 2017) may 
matter for the legitimacy of IOs, it has not subjected these claims to 
systematic analysis. Does it matter for people’s evaluations of IOs 
whether these organizations possess more or less authority, and if 
so how? Likewise, does it matter for people’s opinions toward IOs 
whether these organizations work to fight poverty, ensure peace, 
combat climate change, or promote free trade, irrespective of other 
institutional features?

In this chapter, we offer a second analysis of how the content of 
elite communication impacts citizen legitimacy beliefs. We move 
beyond Chapter 6 in two important respects. First, we extend the 
analysis from an exclusive focus on procedure and performance to 
also consider the impact of authority and purpose on citizens’ legiti-
macy beliefs toward IOs. We thereby offer the first systematic analysis 
of organizational authority and purpose, as well as the most compre-
hensive assessment of how information on multiple qualities of IOs 
affects popular legitimacy. Second, we take up the challenge identi-
fied in Chapter 6 to consider the impact of institutional qualities in 
combination. For this purpose, we shift from a vignette experimental 
design to a conjoint experimental design, specifically developed to 
assess how a particular dimension of an object matters relative to 
other dimensions when their impact is assessed simultaneously (Hain-
mueller et al. 2014).

We evaluate the impact of communication about an IO’s authority, 
purpose, procedures, and performance on citizens’ legitimacy beliefs 
through a conjoint experiment in Germany and the US. While both 
are advanced industrialized democracies with federal political sys-
tems, these two countries differ in two factors that we expect could 
moderate the impact of authority and purpose, respectively: inter-
nationalist attitudes and political ideology. The conjoint experiment 
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confronts respondents with two hypothetical IOs that vary in terms 
of the four examined institutional qualities and then asks the respon-
dents to choose between the two, as well as evaluate the two choices. 
This design allows us to estimate the causal effect of information 
about each quality on respondents’ legitimacy beliefs, while simulta-
neously taking into consideration the impact of the other institutional 
features. 

The main findings are threefold. First, communication about both 
the authority and the purpose of IOs matters for people’s legitimacy 
beliefs. When IOs are presented as having extensive authority over 
member states, this results in less confidence in these organizations. 
Similarly, the social purposes of IOs have an independent impact on 
legitimacy beliefs. For instance, promoting free trade has a negative 
effect on the perceived legitimacy of an IO, compared to ensuring 
peace and security. Second, the strength of these effects depends on 
citizens’ attitudes toward international cooperation and their politi-
cal beliefs in the US but not in Germany, suggesting that IOs’ sub-
stantive goals can be a boost or a drag on their legitimacy, depending 
on people’s ideological priors and the country. Third, procedure and 
performance remain influential as sources of legitimacy when the 
effects of all four institutional features are assessed simultaneously 
in a conjoint design. In fact, communication about an IO’s proce-
dures and performance has larger effects than information about its 
authority and purpose.

The chapter proceeds in four steps. We begin by developing the theo-
retical argument for why an IO’s authority and purpose may matter for 
people’s legitimacy beliefs and why these effects are likely to depend on 
people’s attitudes toward international cooperation and their political 
ideology. The chapter then presents the survey experimental design, 
laying out the merits of conjoint experiments, the execution of the 
survey, and the design of the experimental component. The third sec-
tion presents the empirical results, beginning with the general effect of 
information on the four institutional qualities of IOs in Germany and 
the US, before considering how internationalist attitudes and political 
ideology condition these effects and reporting a number of validity and 
robustness checks. The fourth part of the chapter engages in a broader 
discussion of the findings, where we consider different interpretations 
and relate these results to earlier research. The chapter concludes by 
discussing the broader implications of our findings.
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Hypotheses

Why would information about the authority and purposes of IOs 
affect citizens’ legitimacy beliefs? Like in Chapter 6, we start from 
the assumption that people are sensitive to information about an IO’s 
institutional qualities. However, different from previous research, we 
extend the range of qualities theorized to the authority and purpose 
of an IO, which we expect could have independent effects on citizens’ 
legitimacy beliefs.

Authority

We conceptualize authority and legitimacy as distinct but related enti-
ties. Whereas authority refers to an organization having the right to 
make decisions within a particular area, legitimacy refers to the percep-
tion that these rights are appropriately exercised (Tallberg and Zürn 
2019, 586). This analytical separation of legitimacy from authority is 
well anchored in parts of social theory.1 Weber (1922/1978, 213), for 
instance, speaks of how every system of authority “attempts to estab-
lish and to cultivate a belief in its legitimacy.” At the same time, author-
ity and legitimacy are related, in so far as legitimacy only becomes an 
issue once an institution possesses authority. In the absence of author-
ity, the question of legitimacy becomes uninteresting.

Empirically, the authority of IOs is captured by three components 
(Hooghe et al. 2017; Zürn et al. 2021). First, IOs enjoy greater author-
ity when they have been conferred greater policy-making competences 
in issue domains that previously were regulated at the domestic level or 
not at all (Zürn et al. 2012). Second, IOs enjoy greater authority when 
the member states move away from intergovernmental cooperation 
by delegating increasing power to autonomous supranational bodies 
(Tallberg 2002; Hawkins et al. 2006). Third, IOs have greater author-
ity when the member states pool power within intergovernmental bod-
ies by shifting toward forms of majority voting that remove each state’s 
veto over decisions (Keohane and Hoffmann 1991; Moravcsik 1998).

By these criteria, the authority of IOs has expanded considerably 
over recent decades (Hooghe et al. 2017; Zürn et al. 2021). States have 

 1 In an alternative view, legitimacy is a prerequisite for authority (see Hurd 2007, 
60–61; Lake 2007).
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empowered IOs with authority in more policy domains, delegated more 
authority to supranational bodies, and pooled more authority in collective 
decision-making. The growth in IO authority is particularly notable after 
the end of the Cold War. That said, IOs continue to vary in the authority 
they possess, ranging from greatly empowered organizations such as the EU, 
which scores high on all three components, to less empowered organiza-
tions such as NAFTA (and its successor, the United States–Mexico–Canada 
Agreement [USMCA]), which scores low on all components.

We expect information about the authority of IOs to matter for 
citizens’ legitimacy beliefs. Specifically, we anticipate that IOs with 
greater authority will have a harder time securing legitimacy from citi-
zens, all else equal (Zürn 2018; Anderson et al. 2019; Tallberg and 
Zürn 2019). When IOs enjoy extensive authority, they also have to 
meet demanding procedural and performance standards, or they will 
suffer from legitimacy deficits. When IOs enjoy less authority, the pro-
cedural and performance requirements they have to meet to be deemed 
legitimate are less demanding.

The EU is often said to offer an illustration of this logic (Banchoff 
and Smith 1999; Hooghe and Marks 2009; de Wilde and Zürn 2012). 
The greater the authority of the EU, the higher the demands on the 
organization to take decisions democratically and to solve problems 
effectively. As the EU often has fallen short of these expectations, 
despite more democratic procedures and effective performance than 
most IOs, legitimacy problems have arisen, reflected in low turnouts 
in European elections, rejections of new EU treaties in national refer-
enda, and a decision on the part of the UK to leave the organization.

There is to date no systematic empirical evidence for a negative 
authority-legitimacy linkage, as the only empirical study so far on 
the relationship between authority and legitimacy finds no effect in 
either negative or positive direction. As Anderson et al. (2019, 663) 
conclude, based on a survey experiment in the context of global envi-
ronmental governance: “[E]ven important shifts of authority from 
the national to the global level, such as majority decision making at 
the international level and automatic implementation of international 
decisions domestically, do not significantly affect citizens’ legitimacy 
perceptions on average.”

However, given that greater authority should set the bar higher for 
IOs to fare well in peoples’ perceptions, we expect a negative rela-
tionship between IO authority and legitimacy beliefs. In addition, we 
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expect this negative relationship to be moderated by the degree to 
which citizens hold internationalist attitudes (Schlipphak et al. 2021). 
When citizens are more positive toward international cooperation in 
general terms, we expect the negative effect of authority on legitimacy 
to be weaker. Conversely, when citizens are more negative toward 
international cooperation in general terms, we expect this attitude to 
strengthen the negative effect of IO authority on legitimacy beliefs.

We advance two hypotheses on the basis of this argument. First, we 
formulate a general expectation about the effect of IO authority on 
people’s legitimacy beliefs. Second, we formulate a conditional expec-
tation about heterogeneity in effects depending on the degree to which 
citizens hold internationalist attitudes. 

H1a: Communication about an IO’s level of authority affects its perceived 
legitimacy.

H1b: The effect of communication about an IO’s level of authority on legiti-
macy beliefs (H1a) is conditioned by people’s attitudes toward international 
cooperation.

Purpose

The notion that an organization’s social purpose would affect percep-
tions of its legitimacy is not novel, even if the logic has never been 
fully theorized or tested. The earliest considerations of purpose hark 
back to pioneers in the general study of political legitimacy. Easton 
(1975, 452), for instance, argued that political institutions may obtain 
legitimacy on the grounds of people’s ideological beliefs or moral con-
victions, next to their beliefs in the appropriateness of institutions and 
the personal qualities of rulers. Dowling and Pfeffer (1975, 126), in 
another seminal account, distinguished between the operation, out-
put, and “the goals or domain of activity” of the organization as three 
sources of legitimacy. Scott (1991, 169), similarly, speaks of how 
legitimacy for an institution may derive primarily from “societal eval-
uations of organizational goals.” In the study of global governance, 
Barnett (1997, 539) offers an early discussion of the “substantive 
legitimacy” of IOs, understood as the “ends that are considered desir-
able,” to be distinguished from procedural legitimacy, or how IOs 
make decisions to reach those ends. Yet, despite these attempts, the 
idea of social purpose as an additional institutional source of legiti-
macy never truly took off. Possibly, such a development was stymied 
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by Scharpf’s (1999) influential dichotomy between input (procedure) 
and output (performance).

In recent years, a number of contributions have again suggested 
that organizational purpose may present a driver of legitimacy beliefs 
in global governance. These accounts typically conceive of social 
purpose as an institutional quality on par with procedure and per-
formance. Scholte and Tallberg (2018, 64) acknowledge that the com-
mon distinction between procedure and performance misses potential 
“substance-grounded” legitimacy beliefs. Lenz and Viola (2017) explic-
itly speak of procedure, performance, and purpose as the three central 
organizational features of IOs that feed into assessments of their legiti-
macy. Nielson et al. (2019, 692) suggest that “actors may assess orga-
nizations not merely on how they operate and whether they accomplish 
their goals, but on what the goals themselves are and whether these 
are normatively desirable.” Taken together, these contributions sug-
gest that citizens would be sensitive to information about an IO’s social 
purpose when forming legitimacy beliefs vis-à-vis IOs.

Developing this intuition further, we expect the communicated 
purposes of IOs to matter for legitimacy beliefs because of how they 
activate citizens’ ideological priors. Political ideologies are systems 
of normative ideas that bundle ideological content in ways that help 
people to orient themselves on the political spectrum and to arrive at 
political choices (Hamill et al. 1985; Sniderman et al. 1986). When 
citizens hold a particular ideological orientation, this offers them a 
shortcut to political positions on a whole range of issues interpretable 
in ideological terms (Jost et al. 2013).

We suggest that an IO’s social purpose often is perceived as inher-
ently political or normative. Promoting free trade, combatting pov-
erty, or protecting human rights may not be regarded by citizens as 
neutral exercises of international problem-solving, but as associated 
with the furthering of certain political ideals rather than others. In 
some cases, these ideals are closely linked to traditional political ide-
ologies and cleavages in society, such as the left–right dimension. For 
instance, free trade and deregulation are often associated with market 
liberalism, while redistribution and social rights are associated with 
socialism or social democracy. When IOs promote purposes that are 
interpreted by citizens as political, we would expect citizens to use 
information about purpose when forming opinions about IOs. Orga-
nizations with purposes that accord more with a person’s political 
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priors are more likely to be regarded as legitimate, while IOs that pro-
mote goals that diverge from a person’s ideological leanings are less 
likely to be seen as legitimate.

We advance two hypotheses on the basis of this argument. First, we 
formulate a general expectation about the effect of social purpose on 
people’s legitimacy beliefs. Second, we formulate a conditional expec-
tation about heterogeneity in effects depending on people’s political 
priors.

H2a: Communication about an IO’s social purpose affects its perceived 
legitimacy.

H2b: The effect of communication about an IO’s social purpose on legiti-
macy beliefs (H2a) is conditioned by people’s political ideology.

Research Design

The conjoint experiment exposes participants to hypothetical IOs that 
differ with respect to authority, purpose, and other institutional quali-
ties. Its primary objective is to test hypotheses about how important 
communicated levels of authority and social purposes are for citizens’ 
legitimacy beliefs toward IOs, and how internationalist attitudes and 
political ideology affect these relationships.

Survey Design

The experiment is embedded in an online survey with nationally rep-
resentative samples of German (N = 2,044) and American respondents 
(N = 2,048).2 This cross-country design extends prior experimental 
studies on the effects of institutional qualities on legitimacy beliefs 
that have focused on a single country – the US (cf. Anderson et al. 
2019). An important rationale for selecting Germany and the US is 
the general differences between the two countries in our moderating 
factors – political ideology and internationalist attitudes (cf. Chapter 
5). The US is a liberal market economy with a two-party system and 
strong public opinion polarization, as well as an ambivalent approach 
to international cooperation, alternating between isolationism and 

 2 The experiment is preregistered with EGAP (No. 20190507AA). See: http://
egap.org/registration/5711.
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internationalism. Germany is a coordinated market economy with a 
multiparty system and less polarized public opinion, as well as a strong 
commitment to international cooperation. At the same time, the two 
countries are similar across several important contextual conditions, 
including their federal political systems, their high levels of economic 
development, and their political centrality in most IOs of which they 
are members, allowing us to hold potentially confounding context fac-
tors constant. The survey was implemented by YouGov in May 2019 
(see Online Appendix A). 

Experimental Design

We use a conjoint experiment to test our hypotheses about the effect 
of communication about an IO’s authority and purpose, respectively, 
on legitimacy beliefs. Conjoint analysis methods were developed in 
psychology and marketing, and have become increasingly common in 
political science in recent years (Hainmueller et al. 2014). In a conjoint 
experiment, respondents typically receive two alternative descriptions 
of cases and are then asked to rank or rate these two hypothetical alter-
natives. These two alternative cases have multiple attributes with dif-
fering values. By systematically varying how these cases are described, 
analysts can estimate the importance of each attribute on respondents’ 
combined choices. In the context of global governance, scholars have 
used conjoint experiments to assess, for instance, which institutional 
qualities generate public support for international environmental 
agreements (Bechtel and Scheve 2013; Bernauer et al. 2020). 

We devised a conjoint experiment in which each respondent is 
shown screens with two hypothetical IOs in comparison. Each IO has 
a set of distinct attributes. Respondents are then asked to rate their 
confidence in each IO. This design allows us to assess how informa-
tion about different institutional features of IOs affects respondents’ 
legitimacy beliefs. Using hypothetical IOs allows us to estimate the 
effects of communicated IO attributes systematically and with great 
precision. While using real-world IOs would have added an element of 
realism to the experiment, it would have made it impossible to vary IO 
attributes systematically in the comparisons in such a way that effects 
could be established confidently. In addition, respondents may have 
been influenced by preexisting beliefs and knowledge about IOs when 
asked to choose between them.
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This experimental component of the survey was introduced through 
a text providing context and instructions (Figure 7.1).

After this introductory screen, each respondent received four ran-
domly allocated screens. Each of these four screens compared two 
hypothetical IOs and asked the respondent to choose between them 
and to indicate its level of confidence in them. This comparison 
worked as follows. The order of the institutional qualities of the two 
IOs was randomly assigned across respondents, but consistent across 
the four binary comparisons for each respondent to avoid confusion. 
The values of the institutional qualities were fully randomized, with 
two exceptions. First, respondents were never given the same value 
on an institutional quality in a comparison across two IOs. Second, 
respondents were never confronted with the same screen twice.

The number of institutional qualities presented to the respondents in 
the experiment is well in line with the number of items respondents can 
meaningfully evaluate in the context of a conjoint experiment (Bansak 
et al. 2018). Authority is operationalized through a categorical variable 
capturing the power an IO exerts over member states. This measure 
includes both formal – codified – and informal – social – power (Bar-
nett and Duvall 2005). We focus on IO authority as degrees of power 
over member states, partly because this conceptualization captures the 
implications of delegation and pooling for individual states (Hooghe 
and Marks 2015) and partly because it captures how IO authority typ-
ically is expressed in elite communication. Purpose is measured using 
descriptions of hypothetical core mandates of IOs that are relevant 
in global governance, such as the protection of human rights or pov-
erty reduction. This measure captures the moral dimension of purpose 
(cf. Lenz and Viola 2017). When measuring procedures, we highlight 

Figure 7.1 Example screen with survey instructions
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two central aspects of IOs – transparency and participation. While we 
could have selected other procedural features, such as accountability 
and fairness, transparency and participation are two central proce-
dural dimensions that have received much attention in prior studies 
in international relations. Similarly, we select two central aspects of 
performance – fair outcomes and problem-solving capacity (cf. Scholte 
and Tallberg 2018). Table 7.1 summarizes the institutional features 
varied in the conjoint design. Figure 7.2 offers an example of what 
such a screen might look like.

Table 7.1 Institutional qualities varied in the experiment

Institutional quality Values

Authority
The organization […] has limited power over member countries

has some power over member countries
has extensive power over member countries

Purpose
The organization works to […] protect human rights

promote public health
reduce poverty
promote free trade
ensure peace and security
combat climate change

Procedures
(i) Transparency: Information 

about the organization’s 
decision-making […]

is public
is partially public
is confidential

(ii)  Participation: In the 
organization’s  
decision-making […]

citizens have a say
NGOs have a say
all countries have an equal say
only the powerful countries have a say

Performance
(i)  Fair outcome: The decisions 

of the organization […]
benefit all countries equally
benefit some countries more than others

(ii)  Problem-solving: The 
decisions of the organization 
[…]

solve most important problems
solve some important problems
solve few important problems
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In operationalizing these institutional qualities, we faced a choice 
between nuanced and stark alternatives. We opted for more nuanced 
alternatives, since we believe those better capture the variation that 
exists in real-world global governance. For example, we chose to oper-
ationalize the dimension of authority by distinguishing between an IO 
having “limited,” “some,” or “extensive” power over member states, 
rather than simply “no” or “extensive” power.

The two outcome variables of interest tap into individuals’ con-
fidence in IOs. Our preferred measure of legitimacy beliefs is the 
degree of confidence (see Chapter 3). We measure this degree on a 
scale from 1 (no confidence at all) to 9 (complete confidence) (Figure 
7.2). For the purpose of robustness checks and to assess the sensitiv-
ity of experimental results across subgroups, we also ask respondents 
to indicate which of the two hypothetical IOs they would prefer. 
Answering this latter question only requires choosing between two, 

Figure 7.2 Example screen with conjoint experiment
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which is cognitively less demanding for respondents than indicating 
their confidence in either IO.

The experiment was preceded by indicators for the purpose of bal-
ance tests and additional robustness checks: intentional media con-
sumption, cognitive mobilization, generalized trust, confidence in 
domestic government, and knowledge about global governance. The 
experiment was followed by an attention check. We use the informa-
tion from this attention check to limit the sample in the main analysis 
to those respondents who correctly passed this test. Finally, YouGov 
provides demographic and political data on the respondents as back-
ground information, such as information on gender, age, education, 
and geographical region (see Online Appendix R for the entire ques-
tionnaire in English and German).

Measuring Internationalist Attitudes and Political Ideology

To explore H1b and H2b about a conditioning effect of attitudes 
toward international cooperation and political ideology on treatment 
effects, the survey assessed respondents’ opinions on international 
cooperation and partisan identification. The first indicator asked 
respondents to indicate if they think that international cooperation 
is a “good thing,” a “bad thing,” or “neither good nor bad.” The 
answers to this question reveal that similarly high shares of the popu-
lation in both countries (between 71 and 74 percent) indicate that they 
think international cooperation is a good thing (Figure 7.3).

The indicator for partisan identification is created based on a stan-
dard question about whether there is a particular political party they 
feel closer to than all the other parties. We described the patterns for 
this indicator in Chapter 5, which uses the same respondents for its two 
experiments. In short, partisan identification differs between Germany 
and the US. US public opinion is more polarized, since only about 18 
percent of US citizens are estimated to be independents and the rest 
are either Democrats or Republicans. In Germany, about 22 percent 
are independents and the rest identify with a much larger number of 
political parties (Figure 5.1). That US opinion is more polarized than 
German public opinion can also be seen when looking at the distribu-
tion of left–right ideology (Figure 7.4).
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Figure 7.3 Internationalist attitudes in Germany and the US
Notes: Weighted percentage of those thinking that international cooperation 
is a bad thing, neither good nor bad, or a good thing.
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Figure 7.4 Left–right ideology in Germany and the US
Notes: Weighted percentage.
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Results

We begin by presenting the effects of communication about authority 
and purpose, and then turn to an analysis of the conditioning impact 
of internationalist attitudes and partisanship on these effects. We con-
clude by presenting a range of validity and robustness checks.

Effects of Communication about Authority and Purpose

Figures 7.5 and 7.6 show our estimates of authority and purpose as 
well as the other institutional qualities on confidence. The dots repre-
sent the estimated average marginal component effects (AMCEs) of a 
given value for each quality on individual confidence toward the pack-
aged IO profile, relative to a reference category or baseline. In other 
words, the AMCEs express the degree to which an IO feature increases 
(or decreases) citizen confidence in an IO. The bars indicate 95 percent 
confidence intervals, and the points without bars indicate the baseline 
for a given value of an institutional quality. The interpretation of each 
estimate is relative to the baseline for that dimension.

To examine if authority and purpose matter, we need to decide on 
a baseline for each indicator. For all indicators except purpose, we use 
the lowest category as a baseline. That is, unlike in other experiments 
such as vignette experiments, there is no control group but a baseline. 
For example, for authority, we compare the effects of “some” and 
“extensive” power over member states to “limited” power. For the 
purpose, this logic is not applicable and we need another motivation. 
Here, we assume that there may be different understandings of social 
purpose among citizens, where ensuring peace and security arguable is 
one of the least contentious purposes of an IO. We thus use the protec-
tion of peace and security as a baseline.

The results clearly show that authority matters, thereby supporting 
H1a in both Germany and the US. Moving from an IO with limited 
power over its member states to one with extensive power over its 
member states decreases legitimacy beliefs by 0.221 in the US (p < 
0.000, Figure 7.5) and 0.182 points in Germany (p < 0.000, Figure 
7.6) on the 1–9 confidence scale. By contrast, moving from limited to 
some power does not have any effect on confidence. This finding sug-
gests that respondents react to the formulation “extensive power” and 
not “some power.”
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Figure 7.5 Effects of institutional qualities in the US
Notes: Sample includes attentive respondents only. AMCEs with their 
 respective 95 percent confidence intervals. Weighted data. Vignette  descriptions 
shortened for the sake of presentation.
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Figure 7.6 Effects of institutional qualities in Germany
Notes: Sample includes attentive respondents only. AMCEs with their 
respective 95 percent confidence intervals. Weighted data. Vignette descriptions 
shortened for the sake of presentation.
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In addition, the results indicate that social purpose matters, thereby 
corroborating H2a in both countries. In the US (Figure 7.5), the pur-
pose of combating climate change leads to a 0.309 point decrease on 
the confidence scale (p < 0.000). This is the strongest purpose effect on 
legitimacy beliefs when compared to the baseline of ensuring peace and 
security. We also find that moving from the baseline to the purpose of 
promoting free trade leads to a 0.177 point decrease (p < 0.007) – the 
second strongest effect.

In Germany, two effects are significant (Figure 7.6). The strongest 
effect is recorded for free trade. Moving from the baseline to the pro-
motion of free trade represents a 0.401 point decrease on the confidence 
scale (p < 0.000). Similarly, moving from the baseline to the promotion 
of public health leads to a decrease of 0.267 points (p < 0.000). Taken 
together, these findings suggest similar results for Germany and the US 
in the sense that social purpose matters for legitimacy beliefs.

Communication of other institutional qualities also matters for legit-
imacy beliefs, further strengthening our confidence in the findings in 
Chapter 6. The effects are very similar in the two countries. We start 
with procedure-related qualities. In the case of transparency, moving 
from the baseline of a confidential organization to one that is public 
increases confidence by about 0.457 points (p < 0.000) in both the US 
and Germany. In the case of participation, moving from the baseline of 
an IO in which only powerful countries have a say to an IO in which 
citizens have a say increases confidence by an estimated 0.554 points 
in the US (p < 0.000) and 0.634 in Germany (p < 0.000). We then turn 
to performance-related qualities. In the case of fair outcomes, mov-
ing from the baseline of an IO that benefits some countries more than 
others to an IO that benefits all members equally raises confidence by 
0.316 points (p < 0.000) in the US and 0.374 points (p < 0.000) in Ger-
many. Finally, in the case of problem-solving, moving from the baseline 
of an IO that solves few important problems to an IO that solves the 
most important problems increases confidence by 0.293 points (p < 
0.000) in the US and 0.393 points (p < 0.000) in Germany.

Can we expect information about the institutional design of IOs to 
lead to substantial shifts in confidence in the real world? We exam-
ine this by predicting levels of confidence for two hypothetical IOs 
(cf. Bechtel and Scheve 2013). By prediction, we mean the computa-
tion of levels of confidence for each of the hypothetical IOs based on 
1,000 country-specific simulations using the results of respondents’ 
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confidence ratings (see King 2000, for a discussion of the methodol-
ogy). The first IO is one that has unattractive characteristics based on 
our experimental results: Its purpose is to combat climate change in 
the US (and promote free trade in Germany), it has extensive power 
over member states, it solves few important problems, it yields benefits 
for specific countries at the expense of others, it provides only power-
ful states with a say, and it is confidential. The second IO has all the 
features of an attractive design based on our experimental results: Its 
mandate is to ensure peace and security, it has limited power over 
member states, it solves most important problems, it yields equal ben-
efits for all countries, it provides citizens with a say, and it is public.

This additional analysis suggests that information on how IOs are 
designed, from the most unpopular design to the most popular, may 
lead to noteworthy shifts in legitimacy beliefs. In Germany, aver-
age confidence is predicted to be 4.2 for an IO with an unattractive 
design on the 1–9 confidence scale, but as much as 5.9 in the case of 
an IO with popular design features. Similar results are found in the 
US, where we predict an average confidence level of about 4.3 for the 
unattractive IO design and about 6 for the attractive IO design.

Finally, we are interested in whether the findings on authority and 
purpose depend on respondents’ level of political awareness, as theo-
rized in Chapter 3. To this end, we examine differences in effect sizes for 
subgroups that differ in their level of education and knowledge about 
global governance, respectively. Looking at differences in AMCEs, we 
do not find any systematic moderating effects of either indicator on 
authority and purpose effects (Online Appendices S1 and S2).

Interaction Analysis

Next, we examine H1b and H2b, which predict that the effects of 
authority and purpose on legitimacy beliefs are moderated by people’s 
preexisting political beliefs. To test H1b, we focus on attitudes toward 
international cooperation as a potential moderating factor. To test 
H2b, we concentrate on partisan identification.

For this analysis, we use a different way of calculating and compar-
ing treatment effects, since each subgroup will have a different aver-
age value on the baseline quality used to identify effect strength. We, 
therefore, complement AMCEs (used to infer differences in causal 
effects within subgroups) with marginal means (MMs) (used to infer 
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if subgroups differ in how they value specific institutional qualities) 
(Hainmueller et al. 2014; Leeper et al. 2020). MMs express the prefer-
ences of respondents for all institutional features; these quantities are 
column and row mean outcomes for each institutional feature level, 
averaging across all other features. We calculate differences between 
MMs to check whether observed differences between MMs of two 
subgroups are statistically significant with regard to a specific institu-
tional feature. If they are, then that feature can be assumed to shape 
confidence more in a particular subgroup than in another. As sug-
gested by Leeper et al. (2020), we use the discrete choice outcome 
variable to estimate AMCEs for each institutional feature separately 
and then compare those estimates to MMs to ascertain the sensitivity 
of the analysis (see Online Appendix S for detailed results).

Figure 7.7 shows the results for H1b in the US. We find that atti-
tudes toward international cooperation, indeed, moderate the effects 
of authority on IO legitimacy beliefs. However, the effect is partly the 
opposite of what we theorized. The AMCEs suggest that Americans 
with positive or neutral attitudes toward international cooperation 
react with weaker confidence to information that IOs have extensive 
power compared to the baseline of limited power. This negative effect 
is not found among citizens with more nationalist attitudes. The MMs 
indicate that this negative effect on confidence is stronger among those 
people who are neutral toward international cooperation than among 
those with internationalist attitudes (p < 0.023).

This result is puzzling in view of our expectation that people with more 
internationalist attitudes would be more tolerant of greater IO authority. 
However, the finding makes more sense if we consider that people with 
negative attitudes toward international cooperation generally are less 
receptive to information about IOs than people with positive attitudes, 
as we discovered in Chapter 5. Those people who are negatively predis-
posed appear to already have strong opinions that are less malleable. 
That said, the results also provide some evidence consistent with our 
original expectation, since people with neutral attitudes toward interna-
tional cooperation appear to react more negatively to information about 
IOs having extensive power than people with positive attitudes.

Figure 7.8 shows the corresponding results for Germany, where 
we do not find that internationalist attitudes systematically condition 
the relationship between authority and confidence, which contra-
dicts H1b. While we find a negative effect of an IO having extensive 
authority among those neutral toward international cooperation (as 
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Figure 7.7 Effects of authority in the US, by internationalism
Notes: Sample includes attentive respondents only. AMCEs and MMs with 
their respective 95 percent confidence intervals. Weighted data. Answers to 
the question: “Do you think international cooperation is: a bad thing, a good 
thing, or neither good nor bad?” Dependent variable: Discrete choice between 
two organizations. See Online Appendix S3 for detailed results.
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Figure 7.8 Effects of authority in Germany, by internationalism
Notes: Sample includes attentive respondents only. AMCEs and MMs with 
their respective 95 percent confidence intervals. Weighted data. Answers to 
the question: “Do you think international cooperation is: a bad thing, a good 
thing, or neither good nor bad?” Dependent variable: Discrete choice between 
two organizations. See Online Appendix S4 for detailed results.
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in the US), differences in MMs among subgroups are not statistically 
 significant, indicating that the three subgroups do not hold different 
preferences regarding the authority of IOs in Germany.

Next, we are interested in whether partisan identification moderates the 
effects of an IO’s social purpose on citizens’ confidence in this organiza-
tion (H2b). The results for the US are in line with this hypothesis (Figure 
7.9). The AMCEs indicate that Democrats respond with greater confi-
dence when informed that an IO engages in poverty alleviation compared 
to the baseline of ensuring peace and security, and with weaker confidence 
when the IO promotes free trade. Republicans, on the one hand, respond 
negatively to information about IOs fighting poverty and climate change 
compared to the baseline. The differences in MMs between Democrats 
and Republicans are statistically significant (except in the area of public 
health), indicating that  partisan identification systematically moderates 
the effects of different social purposes on IO confidence.

In Germany, we examine H2b across partisans of the historically 
two largest parties, the CDU/CSU and SPD, which are also featured 
in Chapter 5, to make the analysis more comparable to the one of 
the US. The results do not support H2b (Figure 7.10). The AMCEs 
show that the effects of social purpose on confidence are quite similar 
across all subgroups, largely reflecting the aggregate pattern in Figure 
7.6. The exception is the group of partisans who are neither SPD nor 
CDU/CSU, which appear to be more easily affected by an IO’s social 
purpose. In this group, all purposes except poverty alleviation lead 
to lower IO confidence compared to the baseline purpose of ensuring 
peace and security. However, the MMs for each purpose are not sta-
tistically different from each other across subgroups, suggesting that 
different groups of partisans in Germany do not have different prefer-
ences regarding the social purposes of IOs.

Taken together, the evidence from the interaction analysis is mixed 
in that H1b and H2b are only supported in the US. We attribute this 
result partially to the level of polarization in public opinion and the 
political party landscape in the US. Against this backdrop, it is not so 
surprising that we do not find CDU and SPD partisans to react differ-
ently to information about the authority and purpose of IOs.

Validity and Robustness Checks

We perform several validity and robustness checks, which corroborate 
our findings about the effects of communicated authority and purpose 
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Figure 7.9 Effects of social purpose in the US, by partisanship
Notes: Sample includes attentive respondents only. AMCEs and MMs with 
their respective 95 percent confidence intervals. Weighted data. Answers to 
the question: “Is there a particular political party you feel closer to than all 
the other parties?” Dependent variable: Discrete choice between two organi-
zations. See Online Appendix S5 for detailed results.
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Figure 7.10 Effects of social purpose in Germany, by partisanship
Notes: Sample includes attentive respondents only. AMCEs and MMs with 
their respective 95 percent confidence intervals. Weighted data. Answers to 
the question: “Is there a particular political party you feel closer to than all 
the other parties?” Dependent variable: Discrete choice between two organi-
zations. See Online Appendix S6 for detailed results.
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on legitimacy beliefs (Figure 7.5). First, we conduct balance checks 
to assess whether the randomization produced well-balanced experi-
mental groups (cf. Hainmueller et al. 2014), which indicate that the 
attributes are jointly balanced (Online Appendices T1–T2).

Second, we replicate the analyses using the alternative dependent vari-
able indicating whether respondents chose organization 1 or 2. Respon-
dents were asked to make this discrete choice right after they were 
presented with the different institutional qualities, as described earlier. 
Respondents tended to be consistent in indicating relatively high levels of 
confidence in the organization they chose, and lower levels of confidence 
in the organization they did not choose. Interestingly, in Germany, a 
larger number of social purpose cues have effects when examining orga-
nization choice than when examining confidence in an IO, potentially 
because it is an easier task to choose between two organizations than to 
rate confidence in both. The social purposes of human rights, free trade, 
climate change, and public health all make an organization less likely to 
be chosen compared to the baseline security IO (Online Appendix T1).

Third, we checked whether our results in Figures 7.5 and 7.6 
are conditional upon other individual characteristics than those we 
hypothesized, such as confidence in government. For this purpose, we 
use responses to a question about a respondent’s confidence in the 
government on a scale from no confidence at all (0) to complete confi-
dence (10). Results suggest that there are no differences in AMCEs at 
different levels of confidence in government, so we do not investigate 
this further through MMs (Online Appendix T2).

Fourth and finally, we run the analysis from Figure 7.5 by including 
both attentive and nonattentive respondents. Our attention check asked 
respondents the following question after they had completed about 70 
percent of the survey: “We are interested in learning about your pref-
erences on a variety of topics, including colors. To demonstrate that 
you’ve read this much, just go ahead and select both red and green 
among the alternatives below, no matter what your favorite color is. 
Yes, ignore the question below and select both of those options. What 
is your favorite color?” Correct answers were coded as one and incor-
rect answers as zero (Bechtel and Scheve 2013). About 66 percent of US 
respondents were attentive, while only 54 percent of German respon-
dents were attentive. When we test the robustness of the experimen-
tal results using the full sample, which also includes the nonattentive 
respondents, results vary slightly. In the US, a free trade purpose does 
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not have the same negative effect when including nonattentive respon-
dents as well; however, a climate change purpose continues to have a 
negative effect on confidence in IOs compared to the baseline security 
purpose. In Germany, the main results are robust, with the addition that 
also a human rights purpose has a negative effect of confidence on IOs 
compared to the baseline security purpose (Online Appendix T3).

Discussion

The analysis supports our expectation that communication about an 
IO’s authority and purpose impacts citizen legitimacy beliefs. First, the 
findings suggest that authority shapes legitimacy beliefs in the sense 
that IOs presented as having extensive power over member states are 
perceived as less legitimate than IOs with limited power over mem-
ber states. This finding is robust in both Germany and the US, and 
consistent with previously untested expectations that authority breeds 
contestation and legitimacy deficits (Zürn et al. 2012; Zürn 2018). 
However, it is only in the US that authority has a weaker negative 
effect on legitimacy beliefs among citizens more in favor of interna-
tional cooperation, as we expected. In this respect, our findings devi-
ate somewhat from results in another recent study, which concludes 
that authority has a positive effect on legitimacy beliefs among more 
internationalist citizens and a negative effect among more nationalist 
citizens (Schlipphak et al. 2021).

Second, the evidence strongly suggests that information about an 
IO’s social purpose matters for legitimacy beliefs. This finding sup-
ports the supposition that an organization’s social purpose is impor-
tant in and of itself – irrespective of other institutional qualities (Scott 
1991; Barnett 1997; Lenz and Viola 2017). In both countries, free 
trade cues stand out as having particularly strong effects. In addition, 
in the US, presenting an IOs as involved in climate change decreases 
perceptions of IO legitimacy, while, in Germany, the same effect 
results when presenting an IO as involved in health. Political ideology 
conditions the effects of social purpose in predictable ways in the US, 
with Democrats being positively affected, and Republicans negatively 
affected, by a poverty alleviation purpose.

Third, these findings confirm the positive results from Chapter 6 
about the impact of communication regarding the procedures and per-
formances of IOs. This finding is also in line with a large literature on 
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legitimacy in domestic and global governance emphasizing the impor-
tance of procedure and performance (e.g., Tyler 2006; Dellmuth and 
Tallberg 2015; Anderson et al. 2019; Esaiasson et al. 2019). Impor-
tantly, this chapter now establishes the effects of procedure and per-
formance also when assessing them simultaneously with each other 
and with the effects of authority and purpose. The results demonstrate 
that people are more sensitive to information about an IO’s procedure 
and performance when forming legitimacy beliefs compared to infor-
mation about its authority and purpose. While both procedure and 
performance have strong effects, procedure-related qualities appear 
particularly important in both countries.

Taken together, these results suggest that citizens care about the inher-
ently political nature of IOs manifested in their power and purpose. 
When forming beliefs about the legitimacy of IOs, citizens do not only 
consider how IOs take decisions and whether those decisions are effec-
tive but also if IOs pursue social aims citizens agree with and whether the 
authority of these organizations clashes with state autonomy. Whether 
and to what extent the authority and purpose of IOs function as a boost 
or a drag on legitimacy depends on citizens’ political priors.

While our findings are reasonably similar across the two countries, 
there is also some variation in effects, which calls for interpretation. 
First, we observe that internationalist attitudes condition the negative 
effects of authority on legitimacy beliefs in the US but not in Germany. 
One explanation for the absence of a moderating effect of interna-
tionalist attitudes in Germany might be that citizens in this country 
already are accustomed to an IO with high levels of authority (the 
EU), which potentially could reduce the differences across subgroups.

Second, we observe that the specific purposes of IOs which mat-
ter for citizens’ legitimacy beliefs partly vary between the two coun-
tries. In order to understand this variation, we need to consider how 
these issues unite and divide citizens differently in the two countries. 
In this respect, the aggregate effects at the country level hide parti-
san dynamics that are quite different in the US and Germany. In the 
US, the purposes of IOs divide citizens along partisan lines: While cli-
mate change and poverty mandates have negative effects on legitimacy 
beliefs among Republicans compared to a baseline of ensuring peace 
and security, a poverty mandate has a positive effect, and a free trade 
purpose a negative effect among Democrats. In Germany, systematic 
partisan divisions are not found: CDU/CSU and SPD partisans respond 
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in very similar ways to communicate about purpose. We suspect that 
these differences reflect the varying degrees of partisan polarization in 
the US and Germany, as discussed in Chapter 5.

This combination of extensive similarities and some variations in 
effects underlines the importance of examining the effects of authority 
and purpose in a comparative setting. Our findings confirm that these 
effects are not specific to a single country but also suggest that country 
context may shape their exact nature. Future studies could fruitfully 
build on our study of the US and Germany to examine how IO author-
ity and purpose matter in a broader sample of IOs and countries. Like-
wise, future research could usefully extend the range of social purposes 
examined to other issues salient in public debate, such as migration.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored how communication about the authority 
and purpose of IOs affects citizens’ legitimacy beliefs toward these 
organizations. While a growing literature has examined a variety 
of institutional qualities linked to the procedures and performances 
of IOs, this chapter is the first attempt to assess systematically the 
effects of an IO’s authority and purpose. Theoretically, we have devel-
oped arguments for why citizens should be sensitive to information 
about an IO’s authority and purpose, which in many ways are highly 
political aspects of IOs. Empirically, we have evaluated the effects of 
institutional features related to authority, purpose, procedure, and 
performance on legitimacy beliefs in Germany and the US, using a 
conjoint experimental design with hypothetical IOs.

The central findings are threefold. First, communication about an 
IO’s authority and purpose matters for citizens’ legitimacy beliefs. 
When IOs are presented as having more authority over member states, 
this results in more negative assessments of their legitimacy. And when 
IOs are presented as serving some social purposes rather than others, 
this shapes how citizens perceive their legitimacy. Second, the strength 
of these effects depends on citizens’ political priors in the US (but not 
in Germany), in terms of their attitudes toward international coopera-
tion and their partisanship. Third, information about procedure and 
performance remains very important as a source of legitimacy for IOs 
when the effects of all four institutional features are assessed simulta-
neously in a conjoint design.
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These findings suggest two broader implications. First, they indicate 
that elites’ efforts to invoke the authority and purpose of IOs when 
communicating about these organizations are hitting home. When 
Boris Johnson calls on the UK to take back control from the EU, or 
when Guy Verhofstadt explains that the EU needs more power to fight 
the COVID-19 pandemic, they tap into concerns that people care 
about. Likewise, the way in which elites present the social purposes 
of IOs has predictable effects on people’s perceptions of these orga-
nizations. While, for sure, elites cannot stray too far from IOs’ actual 
authority and purpose, their communication can frame these features 
of IOs in ways that make people more or less positive toward them. 
Do IOs control member states or have the authority to tackle joint 
cross-border problems? Are IOs seeking to ensure peace and security 
or are they engaged in military interventions? Recent mobilization of 
public opinion against IOs by antiglobalist elites successfully exploits 
people’s concerns with these highly political features of IOs and the 
scope for communication to shape attitudes (De Vries et al. 2021).

Second, this chapter’s examination of authority and purpose exem-
plifies how research on politics in the global realm can take us into 
novel territory in scholarship on the sources of political legitimacy in 
general. Studies in comparative politics typically take the authority of 
governments as given and do not consider purpose, since governments 
by nature have general-purpose orientations. In contrast, task-specific 
orientations are more common in global governance (Lenz et al. 2015; 
Hooghe et al. 2019). With the exception of the UN and a number 
of regional IOs, which approximate general-purpose organizations, 
other IOs are specialized vehicles for the advancement of particular 
political goals. Consider the WTO (free trade), ILO (labor rights), 
IMF (financial stability), UNFCCC (climate sustainability), and UN 
Women (female empowerment). These organizations not only pres-
ent arenas for dealing with the specific policy problems but usually 
also have these goals inscribed into their mandates and are known 
to actively “teach” these norms to state and nonstate audiences 
(Finnemore 1993). By exploiting variation that exists in the global 
realm, we can thus contribute novel knowledge about the importance 
of organizational purpose for legitimacy beliefs. 
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