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While popular legitimacy is central to international cooperation, existing research offers few 
insights into the process by which citizens come to perceive of international organizations 
(IOs) as legitimate or not. This paper offers the first systematic and comparative analysis of 
the role of elite communication in shaping the popular legitimacy of IOs. We build on 
framing theory to develop an argument about why citizens should be susceptible to elite 
communication about IOs, and when those effects should be particularly strong. We 
empirically evaluate the impact of elite communication through a survey experiment 
conducted among almost 10,000 residents of three countries in relation to five IOs. Four 
principal conclusions stand out. First, elite communication affects citizens’ perceptions of IO 
legitimacy, irrespective of whether it invokes the procedures or the performances of IOs as 
grounds for criticism or endorsement. Second, communication by relatively more credible 
elites has stronger effects on the popular legitimacy of IOs. Third, negative messages are 
more effective than positive messages in shaping citizens’ legitimacy perceptions. Fourth, 
elite communication is more effective when it targets IOs that citizens are relatively less 
familiar with. 
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Extensive research suggests that popular legitimacy makes it easier for international 

organizations (IOs) to gain support for ambitious policy goals, secure ratification of 

negotiated agreements, and achieve domestic compliance with international rules. 1 

Conversely, shortfalls in popular legitimacy reduce the likelihood of effective global 

governance, as illustrated by historical and contemporary examples. Plans for an International 

Trade Organization, European Defence Community, and Multilateral Agreement on 

Investment never materialized because of resistance in key countries. Voters in several 

European countries have rejected successive European Union (EU) treaties, leading to 

delayed reforms and scaled back ambitions. Domestic skepticism toward the United Nations 

(UN) has caused the US government to withhold funding for the organization. Lack of 

confidence in the EU and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has undermined Greece’s 

implementation of internationally prescribed reforms. 

 Yet, despite the importance of popular legitimacy for international cooperation, we 

know little about the process through which citizens come to perceive of IOs as legitimate or 

not. Notably, existing research offers few insights into the effects of elite communication on 

citizens’ legitimacy beliefs. A growing number of studies explore legitimation and 

delegitimation of IOs by civil society organizations (CSOs), national governments, and 

international organizations themselves.2 However, this literature primarily maps and explains 

patterns in the contestation and defence of international cooperation. The consequences of 

such legitimation and delegitimation for the popular legitimacy of IOs have not been 

systematically examined. An important reason is the methodological challenge of isolating the 

effects of elite communication, since popular perceptions of IOs may be shaped by a range of 

other factors that are difficult to control for and even reciprocally related to elite 

communication.  
                                                        
1 Putnam 1988; Moravcsik 1993; Martin 2000; Dai 2005; Tomz 2007.  
2 E.g., O’Brien et al. 2000; Della Porta and Tarrow 2005; Halliday et al. 2010; Zaum 2013; Morse and Keohane 
2014; Binder and Heupel 2015; Gronau and Schmidtke 2015. 
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 This paper makes two central contributions to our knowledge about elite 

communication and popular legitimacy in global governance. First, we offer a novel 

theoretical argument for why and when elite communication should affect the popular 

legitimacy of IOs. Drawing on theories of framing in political psychology and public opinion 

research, 3  we argue that citizens rarely have well-developed attitudes toward IOs, and 

therefore are susceptible to communication by domestic and international elites. Depending 

on how political elites frame messages about an IO, citizens will develop more or less positive 

legitimacy beliefs toward that organization. While elite communication is known to shape 

individual attitudes in domestic politics, it should have even greater effects in the global 

setting, where information, debate, and knowledge about political institutions are weaker. We 

hypothesize that the strength of framing effects in global governance varies with three 

conditions of the communication situation: the elite engaging in communication, the 

evaluative tone of the message, and the familiarity of the IO. 

 Second, this paper offers the first systematic and comparative empirical study of the 

effects of elite communication on popular perceptions of IOs. We adopt an experimental 

design intended to bypass the methodological problems that have afflicted assessments in the 

past. To test the hypotheses about elite communication’s effects on legitimacy beliefs, we 

design a population-based survey experiment. The survey experiment isolates the causal 

effects of elite communication on public confidence in the EU, IMF, North American Free 

Trade Agreement (NAFTA), UN, and World Trade Organization (WTO) among a total of 

almost 10,000 respondents. To increase the external validity of our findings, we conducted the 

survey experiment in three countries – Germany, the UK, and the US – and selected 

respondents to achieve nationally representative samples. 

                                                        
3 Kinder 1998; Druckman and Lupia 2000; Chong and Druckman 2007a. 
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 The paper’s central findings lend support to our argument about the role of elite 

communication in shaping the popular legitimacy of IOs. First, the experiment offers 

evidence of a general causal effect of elite communication on public confidence in IOs, 

irrespective of whether the communication refers to IOs’ procedures or performances. This 

finding suggests that elite communication is central to how IO features feed into perceptions 

of legitimacy, and that citizens are sensitive to both the input and the output side of global 

governance when forming legitimacy beliefs.4 Second, we establish that communication by 

relatively more credible elites – CSOs and national governments – has stronger effects on 

public confidence than communication by IOs themselves. This finding suggests that the 

increasingly prominent practice of self-legitimation is a strategy of limited effectiveness for 

IOs interested in boosting their popular legitimacy.5 Third, the evidence shows that messages 

with a negative evaluation are more powerful than those with a positive evaluation in shaping 

public confidence in IOs. This finding suggests that delegitimation strategies are more 

effective than legitimation strategies in elite contestation over IO legitimacy.6 Fourth, we find 

that elite communication is more effective in relation to global IOs, with which citizens are 

relatively less familiar, compared to regional IOs, which normally have been subject to 

intense public debate and on which citizens therefore have more developed attitudes. This 

result points to important variation vary across IOs, underlining the importance of a 

comparative approach to the study of legitimacy and legitimation in global governance.7 

 The paper proceeds in four steps. In the next section, we briefly review existing 

research and then develop our argument for why and when elite communication should shape 

the popular legitimacy of IOs. Second, we outline the research design, explaining the 

methodological advantages of survey experiments and describing the specific design of our 

                                                        
4 Scharpf 1999; Hurd 2007; Schmidt 2013. 
5 Zaum 2013; Gronau and Schmidtke 2015. 
6 Nullmeier et al. 2010; Hurrelmann and Schneider 2015; Schneider et al. this volume. 
7 Tallberg and Zürn this volume. 
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study. Third, we report and discuss the results of the survey experiment, focusing on 

communication about procedure and performance, the credibility of elites, the evaluative tone 

of messages, and the familiarity of IOs. Finally, we conclude by outlining four broader 

implications of this paper for the study of legitimacy and legitimation in global governance. 

 

 

Elite Communication and IO Legitimacy 

 

This paper conceptualizes popular legitimacy as public beliefs or perceptions that an IO’s 

authority is appropriately exercised. 8  This conceptualization conforms to a sociological 

understanding of legitimacy and the perspective on IO legitimacy laid out in the introductory 

paper of this volume.9 It is different from a normative understanding, where an institution’s 

legitimacy is derived from its conformance to values such as justice and democracy. 10 

However, normative beliefs in society about rightful rule may very well influence popular 

perceptions of an institution’s legitimacy. In the following, we review existing literature and 

outline our argument about elite communication and popular legitimacy in global governance.  

  

The State of the Art 

Two relevant empirical literatures have addressed issues related to elite communication and 

popular legitimacy in global governance. Yet neither has so far offered a systematic 

theoretical and empirical analysis of the effects of elite communication on citizens’ attitudes 

toward IOs. 

                                                        
8 Caldeira and Gibson 1995; Bodansky 1999; Bernstein 2005; Bernauer and Gampfer 2013; Voeten 2013; 
Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015. 
9 Weber 1922/1978; Suchman 1995; Tyler 2006; Tallberg and Zürn this volume. 
10 Buchanan and Keohane 2006; Beetham 2013. 
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 To begin with, recent years have witnessed an upsurge of interest in the legitimation and 

delegitimation of IOs by political elites. This development in the academic literature reflects 

actual trends in world politics, where IOs increasingly have become objects of contestation 

and politicization.11 Research in this area is centered on three themes. First, growing out of 

social movement research, a range of contributions have explored opposition by CSOs against 

IOs. 12  Second, a number of studies have examined states’ attempts at legitimizing and 

delegitimizing IOs as a means to further their objectives in world politics.13 Third, scholars 

have recently begun to address IOs’ discursive and institutional strategies of self-

legitimation.14 Taken as a whole, this growing literature highlights, maps, illustrates, and 

attempts to explain the variety of ways in which IOs are contested and defended by alternative 

elites. Yet, so far, it has not theorized and empirically evaluated the conditions under which 

legitimation and delegitimation are successful in shaping popular perceptions of IOs. 

 The other relevant body of research is focused on sources of public support for IOs.15 

This literature is still in its infancy, partly because of poor availability of systematic and 

comparable data. Data are either fragmented across disparate regional samples (e.g., 

Eurobarometer, Afrobarometer), or insufficiently systematic in its coverage of countries and 

IOs (e.g., World Values Survey). As a consequence, most studies focus on individual IOs or 

small groups of IOs for which there is comparable data. Substantively, existing scholarship 

examines how individual-, national- and, to some extent, IO-level factors combine in 

explaining variation in public support for IOs. The findings from this literature mainly 

highlight three types of explanations: rational evaluation of the processes and outcomes of 

international cooperation, social conceptions of identity, and trust in domestic political 

                                                        
11 Zürn et al. 2012; Schneider et al this volume. 
12 E.g., O’Brien et al. 2000; Khagram et al. 2002; Della Porta and Tarrow 2005; Kalm and Uhlin 2015. 
13 E.g., Hurd 2007; Morse and Keohane 2014; Binder and Heupel 2015. 
14 E.g., Zaum 2013; Gronau and Schmidtke 2015; Dingwerth et al. this volume; Rocabert et al this volume. 
15 E.g., Hooghe and Marks 2005; Edwards 2009; Johnson 2011; Ecker-Erhardt 2011; Harteveld et al. 2013; 
Chalmers and Dellmuth 2015; Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015; Schlipphak 2015. 
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institutions. However, with one important exception, no work exists that systematically 

examines the role of elite communication in shaping public opinion toward IOs.  

 The exception is the sub-literature on public support for the EU, where a range of 

contributions have assessed the effects of party cueing on mass opinion. 16  Grounded in 

comparative politics, these studies have varyingly focused on the effects of party positions, 

party polarization, and party communication on support for European integration. This 

research is more developed than any comparable literature on public opinion toward IOs, and 

offers inspiration for research in IR. At the same time, this literature has confronted problems 

and restrictions that research on elite communication in global governance should move 

beyond. Methodologically, it has proven difficult to correctly estimate the effects of elite 

communication on mass opinion, given problems of endogeneity and omitted variables, 

recently leading to calls for experimental designs.17 Empirically, the scope of this research is 

limited to the EU and the broader applicability of its findings has not been assessed. 

Theoretically, this literature is focused on why party cues should influence public opinion, 

whereas elite communication in global governance is a broader phenomenon, involving 

legitimation and delegitimation by multiple types of elites. 

 While the following sub-section outlines our theoretical argument about the effects of 

elite communication in global governance, the next section explains how our experimental 

design helps us to by-pass known methodological problems in this type of research. 

 

The Argument 

We draw on theories of framing in political psychology and public opinion research to 

advance an argument about why elite communication should affect citizens’ legitimacy 

                                                        
16 E.g., Ray 2003; Hooghe and Marks 2005; Gabel and Scheve 2007; De Vries and Edwards 2009; Maier et al. 
2012; Chalmers and Dellmuth 2015. 
17 Gabel and Scheve 2007; Maier et al. 2012. 
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beliefs in relation to IOs, and when those effects should be particularly strong or weak.  Our 

argument builds on the premise that citizens rarely have well-developed attitudes toward IOs, 

and therefore are susceptible to elite communication. Popular legitimacy beliefs are formed in 

an interaction between individual priors and public communication about the virtues and vices 

of IOs. An alternative premise is to assume that individuals have independent and plentiful 

information about IOs that allows them to develop well-informed and stable attitudes on their 

own, without tapping into public discourse about IOs. While this alternative assumption is 

implicit in public opinion research that assesses the effects of objective factors of IOs on 

citizen attitudes, we consider it a less realistic and productive starting point. Instead, we 

theorize that elites’ framing of political messages about IOs shapes citizens’ perceptions of 

these organizations, and that this effect is moderated by the credibility of the elite, the 

evaluative tone of the message, and the familiarity of the IO. In the following, we outline the 

logic of our argument and derive four testable hypotheses. 

 The expectation that elite communication can shape mass attitudes unites theories of 

framing, persuasion, and cue-taking in the study of voting behavior and public opinion in 

American and Comparative Politics.18  The starting point of such theories is the malleability 

of citizen attitudes toward public policies, political parties, and political institutions. This 

premise is not based exclusively on assumption, but a significant amount of empirical 

research as well. As Chong and Druckman explain: “[F]rom the earliest days of public 

opinion research, citizens have been found to have low-quality opinions, if they have opinions 

at all. In the public opinion literature, high-quality opinions are usually defined as being 

stable, consistent, informed, and connected to abstract principles and values. The general 

conclusion among scholars is that such opinions are rare in the mass public.”19 

                                                        
18 On the theoretical distinctions between framing, persuasion, and priming, see Nelson and Oxley 1999; Miller 
and Krosnick 2000; Chong and Druckman 2007a. 
19 Chong and Druckman 2007a, 103.  
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 The implication is that public attitudes can be influenced through elite communication. 

Where opinions are unstable, inconsistent, uninformed, and disconnected from abstract 

principles, guidance from elites will be both desired and consequential. Communication by 

trusted elites will offer citizens cognitive shortcuts to an opinion on a topic, and citizens will 

respond positively to such information because it allows them to form opinions in an efficient 

way. This basic insight is at the heart of a sizeable literature on the effects of elite 

communication on public opinion. Research on priming seeks to determine the effects of 

media attention on opinion formation, while studies on framing evaluate how frames invoked 

by elites shape citizen attitudes, and work on persuasion attempts to capture more 

fundamental shifts in beliefs.20 

 Our argument builds specifically on framing theory.21 Framing refers to the process by 

which people develop a particular conceptualization of an issue or reorient their thinking 

about an issue. 22  In more precise terms, framing theory conceptualizes attitudes as the 

weighted sum of a series of evaluative beliefs about an object. For example, voter attitudes 

toward a candidate are based on a series of evaluative beliefs, such as past record, visions for 

the future, and personality. When elite communication is effective, it succeeds in shifting the 

relative weight attached by individuals to the different evaluative beliefs that make up an 

attitude. 23  While still evaluating the candidate on all dimensions, the record of past 

achievements, for instance, will be more influential for voter attitudes after successful elite 

communication than before. This example suggests why framing theory often is invoked to 

capture the intentions and potential effects of political communication. Politicians typically 

attempt to mobilize voters in favor of their policies by encouraging them to think about those 

                                                        
20 Central contributions include Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Zaller 1992; Lupia and McCubbins 1998. 
21 For overviews, see Kinder 1998; Druckman and Lupia 2000; Althaus and Kim 2006; Chong and Druckman 
2007a. 
22 Chong and Druckman 2007a, 104-106. 
23 Taylor and Fiske 1978. 
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policies along particular lines, which is accomplished by highlighting certain features of the 

policy, such as its foundational principles or likely effects.24 

 When elite communication is successful, we speak of framing effects. Research in the 

domestic political setting has found such effects to be prevalent and strong.25 Framing effects 

are often established by assessing the variance in citizen attitudes produced by alternative 

frames on an issue, sometimes also compared to control groups without frame exposure in 

experimental designs.26 Areas where framing effects have been identified include government 

spending, campaign finance, support for the Supreme Court, and attitudes toward foreign 

countries. 27  Some of these studies examine how communication frames bias the weight 

individuals give to various considerations on an issue; other studies how frames change 

individuals’ overall attitudes without tracing changes in the underlying considerations. 

 While common in domestic politics, we expect framing effects from elite 

communication to be even more prominent in the international setting. Individuals are usually 

less knowledgeable about IOs compared to domestic political institutions.28 While citizens 

may have heard about the largest and most powerful IOs, they rarely have a clear sense of 

their political mandate, decision-making procedures, and policy impact. Part of the reason is 

the absence or weakness of a global public sphere, in the sense of an open and pluralistic 

transnational public debate rooted in independent media. 29 Citizens therefore rarely have 

access to rich and varied information and debate about IOs and their policies, leaving attitudes 

more exposed to capture by frames invoked in elite communication. 

                                                        
24 Chong and Druckman 2007a, 106. See also Jacoby 2000. 
25 Chong and Druckman 2007a, 109. See also Zaller and Feldman 1992; Ladd 2010. 
26 Druckman 2001a. 
27 Jacoby 2000; Grant and Rudolph 2003, Nicholson and Howard 2003; Brewer et al. 2003. 
28 Gallup International Association 2005.  
29 For a contrarian position, see Castells 2008. 
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 Pioneering work on effects of elite cuing on public opinion toward the EU provide 

empirical support for this assumption.30 Much like our framing argument, the cuing model 

builds on citizens’ lack of knowledge to explain why they use heuristics to form opinions 

toward the EU. Existing research has found evidence for two forms of effects. In the absence 

of independent attitudes toward IOs, citizens tend to either follow the position of the national 

political party they favor, or use their trust in the national government as a proxy for their 

confidence in European-level institutions. The formation of opinions through extrapolation of 

trust from domestic to international institutions has subsequently found support beyond 

Europe as well.31  

 The general expectation derived from our argument is that citizens will be sensitive to 

elite communication when forming opinions about IOs. Existing research suggests that elite 

communication about IOs typically attempts to affect individual attitudes by invoking two 

alternative grounds for endorsement or criticism: the procedures and performances of IOs.32 

Elite communication targets the procedures and performances of IOs because these are 

features citizens are expected to care about when evaluating the legitimacy of IO. 33 

Procedural standards invoked in elite communication often relate to democratic aspects of IO 

policy-making, such as inclusiveness, transparency, and accountability, but can also relate to 

expertise and efficiency. Performance standards often relate to aspects of goal achievement, 

such as problem-solving effectiveness and collective welfare gains, but can also relate to the 

fairness of outcomes. Much existing literature on IO legitimacy either juxtaposes procedure 

and performance as sources of legitimacy, or privilege the one or the other.34 

                                                        
30 Hooghe and Marks 2005; Maier et al. 2012; Harteveld et al. 2013; Armingeon and Ceka 2014. 
31 Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015; Schlipphak 2015. 
32 Tallberg and Zürn this volume. See also Nullmeier et al. 2010; Bernauer and Gampfer 2013; Binder and 
Heupel 2015. 
33  Scharpf 1999; Hurd 2007; Schmidt 2013. The distinction between procedure and performance overlaps 
conceptually with that between input and output (Scharpf 1999). For parallels in comparative politics, see 
Newton and Norris 2000; Gibson et al. 2003; Bühlmann and Kunz 2012; Esaiasson et al. 2012. 
34 In addition to above works, see, e.g., Bernstein 2011; Ecker-Ehrhardt and Wessels 2013; Dellmuth and 
Tallberg 2015. 
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 While the relative importance of procedure and performance as sources of legitimacy 

beliefs is an ongoing debate in the field, framing theory gives us no reason to expect that elite 

communication would be varyingly effective depending on the features of IOs invoked in 

legitimation and delegitimation attempts. If it is correct that citizens care both about the 

procedures and performances of IOs when forming legitimacy beliefs, then elite 

communication that invokes these features should be effective in both cases. We integrate this 

expectation into our first hypothesis about a generic effect of elite communication: 

 

H1 Elite Communication: Elite communication affects citizens’ perceptions of IO legitimacy 

irrespective of whether it refers to the procedures or performances of IOs, all else equal. 

 

 Next, we theorize the conditions that should shape the relative strength of framing 

effects. While early literature on framing presupposed that elites always enjoy extensive 

leeway in using frames to influence citizen attitudes, later work has sought to identify the 

conditions when framing effects are more or less strong. We focus on three moderating 

factors. 

 First, framing theory suggests that sources which are perceived as credible and trust-

worthy are more likely to be successful in shaping individual attitudes. In this view, citizens 

are not mindless followers of whatever elite might want to manipulate them, but turn 

specifically to those elites they perceive as credible for guidance on an issue.35 Druckman 

theorizes and finds empirical support for an effect of source credibility on framing effects, 

and similar results have been obtained in research on persuasion and media priming. 36 

Credibility refers to the condition that a speaker (a) is believed to have relevant knowledge 

                                                        
35 Druckman 2001b. 
36 Druckman 2001b; Iyengar and Valentino 2000; Miller and Krosnick 2000. 
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about an issue and (b) can be expected to reveal and use that knowledge accurately.37 If elites 

are weak on the one or the other dimension, this reduces their overall credibility. In the setting 

of global governance, this logic suggests that elites perceived as more credible, in terms of 

knowledgeable and trustworthy, should enjoy greater success in affecting citizens’ legitimacy 

beliefs. 

 Second, framing theory suggests that the evaluative tone of the communicated message 

influences the strength of framing effects. Negatively framed messages are expected to be 

more effective in shaping individual attitudes than positively framed messages. Theoretically, 

this expectation is anchored in prospect theory, which proposes that people weigh potential 

losses more heavily than gains.38 As Tversky and Kahneman famously showed, individuals 

tend to be risk averse in choice situations, meaning that negatively framed options have 

greater effects on people’s decisions than positively framed options. Extended to the area of 

elite communication, this entails that messages with a negative evaluative tone weigh more 

heavily on citizen’s attitude formation than messages with a positive evaluative tone. 

Empirically, it has been shown that negative elite messages indeed have stronger effects than 

positive messages, for instance, in shaping public opinion on European integration. 39 We 

expect this logic to hold in global governance in general, where delegitimation of IOs should 

be more effective than legitimation. 

 Third, framing theory suggests that people’s familiarity with the object of messages 

should influence the strength of framing effects. Citizens should be more susceptible to 

framing on issues that are less familiar to them, where they have not acquired the information 

and developed the knowledge that allow attitudes to become stable.40 Conversely, framing 

effects should diminish with active engagement with issues, as citizens become more 

                                                        
37 Lupia 2000; Lupia and McCubbins 1998. 
38 Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Tversky and Kahnemann 1981. 
39 Maier et al. 2012.  
40 Chong and Druckman 2007a, 118. 
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knowledgeable and their opinions less open to capture. When citizens are already exposed to 

a broad array of arguments, they should be less susceptible to biased representations of issues 

in elite communication. 41  This expectation has been verified empirically in studies 

documenting moderating impacts of knowledge and deliberation on framing effects.42  In the 

context of global governance, this means that effects of elite communication should be 

particularly strong when framed messages target IOs that have been less debated in the public 

realm and on which citizens, as a consequence, have less developed attitudes. 

 Taken together, attention to the credibility of elites, the evaluative tone of messages, 

and the familiarity of IOs yields three hypotheses.   

 

H2 Source: The more credible elites are perceived to be by citizens, the stronger their impact 

on citizens’ perceptions of IO legitimacy, all else equal. 

 

H3 Message: Negative messages have a stronger impact than positive messages on citizens’ 

perceptions of IO legitimacy, all else equal. 

 

H4 Object: Elite communication about less familiar IOs has a stronger impact on citizens’ 

perceptions of IO legitimacy, all else equal. 

 

 

Research Design 

 

                                                        
41 Chong and Druckman 2007a, 118; Nicholson 2011; Bechtel et al. 2014. 
42 Druckman and Nelson 2003; Karp et al. 2003. 
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Our empirical analysis is based on new data from a survey experiment conducted in January 

2015. In the following section, we explain the choice of methodology, describe the survey 

design, present the experimental design, and discuss the operationalization of the hypotheses. 

 

Methodology 

We assess the impact of elite communication on popular legitimacy through a survey 

experiment, since this method has clear advantages in identifying causal effects compared to 

alternative methods.43   

 Cross-sectional analysis and time-series analysis of survey data are known to be 

exposed to problems of endogeneity and omitted variables. 44  Correlations between elite 

communication and mass opinion may not only be the result of elite effects on public 

attitudes, but also the product of public opinion influencing the positions of the elite. In 

addition, correlations between elite communication and public opinion could result from a 

third, unobserved cause, such as developments in the political environment that affect both 

forms of opinion simultaneously. Estimating the effect of elite communication on public 

opinion using instrumental variables in cross-sectional or time-series analyses presents an 

alternative that reduces the problem of endogeneity. 45  However, identifying suitable 

instrumental variables is often challenging. 

 Experiments offer a way out of these problems. Whether conducted in a laboratory or 

through a survey, experiments are superior in establishing causality, since they allow for the 

control of all other factors. More specifically, the randomization of individuals to treatment 

                                                        
43 See, Mutz 2011, Ch. 1, on the strength of survey experiments when the goal is to combine the internal validity 
of experiments with the external validity of population samples; see Chong and Druckman 2007a, 109, and 
Druckman 2001a, on the benefits of survey experiments as a way of assessing framing effects; and see Bernauer 
and Gampfer 2013 on the benefits of survey experiments in the study of the effects of elite involvement in global 
environmental policy for mass opinion on global climate policy. Examples of similar survey experiments on 
public support for the EU are Schuck and de Vreese 2006; Maier et al. 2012. 
44 For a good discussion, see Gabel and Scheve 2007, 1014-1016. 
45 Gabel and Scheve 2007. 
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groups and a control group ensures that there is no systematic dependence of the observed 

treatment differences on potentially uncontrolled influences. This has made experiments “the 

source of most of what has been learned so far about the empirical effects of elite 

communication on opinion.”46 While the internal validity is equally high for laboratory and 

survey experiments, the first method usually has weak external validity, since laboratory 

experiments tend to rely on tests among unrepresentative groups, such as college students. We 

have therefore chosen a variant of the latter method – population-based survey experiments – 

whose external validity is higher.  

 The advantage of population-based survey experiments is that theories can be tested on 

samples that are representative of the populations to which they are said to apply, while 

maintaining high internal validity.47 Like surveys, they are administered to randomly selected 

representative samples of the target population of interest. A sample may be representative of 

a national population or of a more specific population, such as a certain age cohort or ethnic 

group. But unlike mere observational data, population-based survey experiments have an 

experimental design that makes use of random assignment to establish unbiased causal 

inferences. The combination of the internal validity of experiments with the external validity 

of representative population samples makes population-based survey experiments attractive to 

both survey and experimental researchers. By now, population-based survey experiments 

have been used in a broad variety of academic disciplines. 

 However, survey experiments, too, come with potential weaknesses. While they can 

provide clear evidence of a causal effect of elite communication for a particular population, it 

may be unclear whether this effect travels from the survey setting to real-world 

communication. Respondents in the real world tend to be exposed to greater competition 

                                                        
46 Gabel and Scheve 2007, 1015. 
47 Mutz 2011, Ch. 1. 
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among conflicting elite messages than respondents in survey experiments. 48  In addition, 

theories of communication sometimes privilege factors, such as general characteristics of the 

national political informational environment, which may be difficult to replicate in a survey 

experiment.49 

 

Survey Design 

In this paper we are primarily interested in the conditions under which elite communication 

shapes popular perceptions of IO legitimacy. We seek to establish whether the occurrence and 

strength of framing effects depends on the elites engaging in communication, the messages 

being communicated, and the IOs to which the communication refers. While such effects 

could have been assessed based on a population sample from a single country, we have 

wanted to reduce the risk of biases from contextual country factors by conducting the survey 

experiment in several countries.  

 Our survey was conducted in Germany, the UK, and the US. We selected these 

countries based on three criteria. First, the selected countries should be democratic, since 

legitimacy for political institutions may mean different things to citizens of democratic and 

autocratic regimes.50 Moreover, citizens in democracies and autocracies are likely to respond 

differently to public opinion surveys.51 Second, the selected countries are politically central in 

the selected IOs, so that elite and public opinion are most likely to matter for the prospects 

and consequences of global governance. Third, these are all countries with very high levels of 

Internet penetration (over 80 percent), increasing our confidence in the external validity of the 

data.52 

                                                        
48 Druckman 2004; Chong and Druckman 2007a, 112-114. 
49 Gabel and Scheve 2007, 1015. 
50 Jamal and Nooruddin 2010. 
51 Van Deth 2013. 
52 For a discussion of external validity concerns related to survey experiments, see Gabel and Scheve 2007. 
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 To implement the questionnaire, we relied on samples from the YouGov online panel, a 

well-reputed global survey company very frequently used by social scientists and known for 

its high-quality panels.53 YouGov relies on targeted quota sampling with the aim to achieve 

representative samples at the end of the fieldwork. The samples for our survey were matched 

to the full populations of the three countries using age, education, gender, and party 

identification, and are therefore generalizable to the populations of these countries.54 A total 

of 3270 interviews were conducted in the UK, 3268 in Germany and 3135 in the US. YouGov 

invited the target group to participate in the study through e-mail, informing the respondents 

about the length of the study and offering monetary incentives to participate. Those deciding 

to participate could access the survey through a link and answer the questions online.55  

 The questionnaire was about 10 minutes in length and included the survey experiment 

as well as some additional questions, for instance, about political awareness and education.56 

The questionnaire and survey design was pre-tested through a pilot study in Sweden in 

December 2014. 

 

Experimental Design 

To isolate the causal effects of elite communication, we randomly assigned individuals to 

groups that received different experimental treatments, and a control group that did not 

receive any treatment. 57  We used a completely randomized factorial design with three 

                                                        
53 Berinsky et al. 2012. 
54 For a detailed discussion of the sampling procedure for the YouGov online panel, see Ansolabehere et al. 
2014. The age span of included participants in our study is 18-74 years in Germany and the UK, and 18-89 years 
in the US for methodological reasons. Furthermore, an additional criterion to match the sample to the full 
population in the US is ethnicity. 
55 More specifically, YouGov’s incentive program is points-based. Point values are determined by survey length 
and are allocated upon survey completion. Respondents accumulate points for completing surveys and are able 
to redeem these either for entries into prize draws with a wide range of prizes or towards a cash payment. See 
YouGov’s webpages at https://yougov.co.uk/about/panel-methodology/ for more information about their 
methodology. 
56 See the exact wording of the questions used to operationalize the variables in this article in online appendix A. 
All answer categories include a ”Don’t know” option. 
57 Mutz 2011, 9. 
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embedded factors that varied across the respondents of the survey: (a) the elite making the 

statement (IO, national government, or CSOs), (b) the ground for endorsement or criticism 

(procedure or performance), and (c) evaluative tone of the message (positive or negative). 

This combined into a 3 by 2 by 2 factorial design, with 12 conditions in total (see Table 1). 

The design was balanced, as we allocated the same number of individuals for each 

combination of factors.  

 

[Table 1 about here] 

 

 We used a vignette approach to treatment, which is particularly well-suited to complex 

factorial experiments.58 Vignettes are short statements of one or a few sentences that contain 

the treatment and precede the question of interest. The purpose of vignette treatments is to 

assess what difference it makes when the factors embedded in the vignette are systematically 

varied. We relied on hypothetical vignettes that made it possible to vary the relevant 

theoretical factors with great precision. While using real-world information for the frames 

could increase the credibility of vignettes, achieving treatments with the exact right variation 

and of the exact same strength is exceedingly difficult when using real-world information. 

 The complexity of the factorial design may imply that several experimental 

manipulations occurring in the same vignette lead the respondent to pay attention to only one 

specific manipulation, causing issues of internal validity. Moreover, the longer and more 

complex a treatment vignette, the greater the risk of ineffective treatments.59 We sought to 

make sure that the vignette formulations were as short and straightforward as possible, and 

similar in strength. 

                                                        
58 Mutz 2011, Ch. 4. 
59 Cf. Mutz 2011, 64-65. 
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 This survey and experimental design allowed us to operationalize and assess the four 

hypotheses about elite communication effects. The survey operationalized citizens’ 

perceptions of IO legitimacy by using a question about citizen confidence in IOs. Confidence 

is nowadays the established measurement of the perceived legitimacy of political institutions 

in survey research.60.In our experiment, the control group received the question of how much 

confidence the respondent has in an IO on a scale from no confidence at all (0) to complete 

confidence (10). The resulting variable CONFIDENCE is quasi-continuous and ranges from 0 to 

10, with higher values indicating greater confidence in an IO. 

 To operationalize H1, stating that we should expect framing effects irrespective of 

whether elites communicate about IOs’ procedures or performances, we formulated vignettes 

about the democratic character and problem-solving effectiveness of IOs (see Table 1). 

Procedures are measured through the formulation “highly democratic” or “highly 

undemocratic.” Performances are measured by the formulation “doing a very good job in 

trying to solve the problems it faces” and “doing a very bad job in trying to solve the 

problems it faces.” We will test H1 by comparing the confidence of the treatment groups with 

those of the control group to assess whether framing effects hold independent of the grounds 

of endorsement or criticism. 

 We operationalize H2 about the supposed effects of elite credibility by focusing the 

vignettes on three different types of elites: CSOs, national governments, and IOs (see Table 

1). We selected these elites since we know them to be important communicators about IOs in 

relation to citizens, and the object of extensive research on legitimation and delegitimation in 

global governance. In addition, the credibility of these elites as communicators about IOs 

should vary, if credibility involves having relevant knowledge about an IO and being 

                                                        
60 E.g., Inglehart 1997; Norris 2009; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Bühlmann and Kunz 2011; Dellmuth and 
Tallberg 2015. Note that some studies refer to “trust” and not to “confidence” when measuring legitimacy in 
political institutions, such as Harteveld et al. 2013 and van der Meer 2010. 
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expected to reveal that knowledge accurately.61 All else equal, CSOs should hold the highest 

credibility in the eyes of citizens, as well-informed and independent voices in their areas of 

activity; national governments medium credibility, because of their involvement as principals 

in IOs, combining extensive insight with vested interests; and IOs least credibility as sources 

of information about themselves.62 The survey experiment thus assesses H2 by comparing the 

effects of treatments involving communication by elites assumed to have different levels of 

credibility in the eyes of respondents. 

 H3 on the evaluative tone of the elite message is operationalized by designing the 

vignettes so that they include positive and negative statements about IOs (see Table 1). This 

allows us to test H3 by isolating the causal effect on confidence of positively and negatively 

framed messages, respectively. 

 H4 on the conditioning effect of citizens’ familiarity with IOs was operationalized by 

conducting the experiment in several rounds, with each round performing the same 

experiment on a different IO. We selected five IOs: three at the global level (IMF, UN, and 

WTO) and two at the regional level (EU and NAFTA). All five IOs are known to citizens in 

the selected countries at a basic level, which is important when assessing effects of elite 

communication on popular legitimacy.63 At the same time, research shows that regional IOs 

typically are subject to higher levels of politicization and contestation in domestic political 

debates, which we expect leads to more developed citizen attitudes toward these IOs. 64 

Regional IOs are closer to citizens than global IOs, usually have more substantial authority, 

                                                        
61 Lupia 2000; Lupia and McCubbins 1998. 
62 There are specific literatures on the credibility or trustworthiness of governments (e.g., van der Meer and 
Dekker 2011), CSOs (e.g., Gourevitch et al. 2012), and IOs (e.g., Torgler 2008). However, we know of no 
literature that compares the credibility of these elites, in general or as regards communication about IOs. We 
therefore operationalize elite credibility by assumption. 
63 Data on knowledge of IOs is scarce, yet the Gallup ”Voice of the People” series offer some insights. In 2011, 
85 percent of the residents in the three countries included in this study had heard of the WTO; 95 percent of the 
residents in the two EU member states had heard of the EU; and 95 percent of the residents in the three states 
had heard of the UN (Gallup International Association 2011). Knowledge of the IMF was only asked about in 
2005, when more than 70 percent of the residents in the three countries had heard of the IMF (Gallup 
International Association 2005).  
64 Nullmeier et al. 2010; Ecker-Ehrhardt 2015; Hurrelmann and Schneider 2015; Schneider et al. this volume. 
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and more often have a general-purpose orientation, raising expectations on democratic and 

effective governance.65 We therefore test H4 by comparing the treatment effects across global 

and regional IOs, expecting stronger effects for global IOs. 

 The experiment proceeded in four rounds: the UN, EU/NAFTA (depending on the 

regional belonging of the respondent’s country), IMF, and WTO. Respondents were never 

allocated to the same treatment group twice. Respondents that were placed in the control 

group remained in this group throughout the four rounds.  

 

 

Results 

 

We now turn to the results of the experiment. We discuss each hypothesis in turn, first 

spelling out the observable implications and then discussing the findings. 

 

Communication about Procedure and Performance 

The first hypothesis predicts that elite communication has effects on citizens’ confidence in 

IOs, and that frames pertaining to the procedures and the performances of IOs are equally 

effective. The observable implications are three-fold. First, the differences in means between 

the procedure group and the control group, as well as between the performance group and the 

control group, are expected to be statistically significant. Second, the differences in means in 

these group comparisons should be similar in size. Third, there should not be a statistically 

significant difference in means between the procedure group and the performance group.  

 To test this, we pooled the data across the four experimental rounds so that the 

observations on confidence in the different IOs are clustered at the level of individuals. 

                                                        
65 Hooghe and Marks 2015. 
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Furthermore, we collapsed the vignettes for the different elites, as we are not interested in the 

effects of varying elites here. Collapsing the treatment groups receiving negative and positive 

frames is not possible.66 Hence, we report results for: (1) negatively framed procedure; (2) 

positively framed procedure; (3) negatively framed performance; and (4) positively framed 

performance. For the purpose of the difference-in-means tests, we code a dummy variable 

PROCEDURE POSITIVE 1 if a respondent received a positively framed procedure vignette, and 0 if 

she belongs to the control group. The dummy variable PROCEDURE NEGATIVE equals 1 if a 

respondent received a negatively framed procedure vignette, and 0 if she belongs to the 

control group. The variables PERFORMANCE POSITIVE and PERFORMANCE NEGATIVE are created in a 

similar fashion. Finally, we create a dichotomous variable DIFFERENCE PROCEDURE-

PERFORMANCE-NEGATIVE that takes on the value of 1 if a respondent received a negative 

procedure treatment and 0 in the case of a negative performance treatment. DIFFERENCE 

PROCEDURE-PERFORMANCE-POSITIVE is coded 1 if a respondent received a positive procedure 

treatment and 0 in the case of a positive performance treatment. 

 The findings reported in Table 2 strongly endorse H1.67 Results are from differences-in-

means tests using OLS regression analysis, taking into account the hierarchical nature of the 

data. 68  As expected, the differences in means between the control group and the four 

treatment groups, respectively, are statistically significant. This indicates that framing of 

either the procedures or the performances of IOs sways citizen confidence. This holds for 

                                                        
66 Owing to different mean values for confidence in these two groups, it is not possible to calculate aggregate 
measures in absolute numbers or standardized z-scores. 
67 Table B1 in the online appendix provides descriptive statistics for all variables introduced in this section. 
Table B2 shows that the number of observations is relatively balanced across treatment groups. See the online 
appendix Table B3 for more details on the regression results. 
68  Due to the randomized allocation of respondents across treatment groups, we are able to calculate the 
treatment effects by using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression analysis, where CONFIDENCE is the dependent 
variable. PROCEDURE and PERFORMANCE are entered as independent variables separately (see robustness checks 
where we relax the assumption of successful randomization). OLS regression analyses with one predictor are 
equivalent to t-tests of differences in means, with the advantage that the clustered and weighted nature of the 
data can be taken into account. See, for a discussion of how to handle clustered data from multiple experiments, 
Galbraith et al. 2010. All models presented in this section are estimated using robust standard errors clustered at 
the level of individuals.  
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both positive and negative frames. The coefficients for the procedure treatments are similar in 

t size to the coefficients for the performance treatments. This suggests that frames about 

procedures and performances are equally effective, which is corroborated by the insignificant 

coefficients in the difference-in-means tests between those receiving procedure treatments and 

those receiving performance treatments.  

 

[Table 2 about here] 

 

 These results are evidence of a general effect of elite communication on the popular 

legitimacy of IOs. In addition, they indicate that efforts to change people’s opinions about IOs 

are not more effective if they focus on the procedures or the performance of an IO. Evidently, 

citizens care about both. In this respect, our results challenge the common tendency in 

existing research to privilege the one or the other source of popular legitimacy.  

 

Credibility of Elites 

Next, we examine H2 predicting that elite type matters for the effectiveness of elite 

communication. We have shown above that all three elites can be expected to have effects. 

H2 is based on the assumption that communication by all elites affects citizen confidence in 

IOs, yet predicts varying effect sizes depending on the credibility of elites. In accordance with 

our operationalization, we expect CSOs to be most effective, national government less 

effective, and IOs themselves least effective. The observable implications of H2 are thus two-

fold. First, the differences in means between the treatment groups for the different elite types 

and the control group, respectively, should be statistically significant. Second, the differences 

in means between the treatment groups for the different elites should be statistically 

significant. To explore these observable implications, we reduce the complexity of the 
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factorial design, collapsing the treatment groups on procedure and performance. We contrast 

the effects of: (1) negative framing by CSOs; (2) positive framing by CSOs; (3) negative 

framing by IOs; (4) positive framing by IOs; (5) negative framing by governments; and (6) 

positive framing by governments.  

 A dummy variable CSO POSITIVE is coded 1 if a respondent received a positively framed 

vignette from CSOs, and 0 if the respondent belongs to the control group. A second 

dichotomous variable CSO NEGATIVE equals 1 if a respondent received a negatively framed 

vignette, and 0 if she belongs to the control group. The variables IO POSITIVE, IO NEGATIVE, 

GOVERNMENT POSITIVE, and GOVERNMENT NEGATIVE are created in a similar fashion. Finally, we 

created six more dummy variables in order to examine differences in means between 

treatment groups. DIFFERENCE CSO-IO-POSITIVE is coded 1 if a respondent received a positive 

message from a CSO and 0 if she received a positive message from an IO. The dummy 

variable DIFFERENCE CSO-IO-NEGATIVE is coded 1 if a respondent received a negative message 

from a CSO and 0 if she received a negative message from an IO. We proceed in a similar 

fashion when creating the dummy variables DIFFERENCE GOVERNMENT-IO-POSITIVE, DIFFERENCE 

GOVERNMENT-IO-NEGATIVE, DIFFERENCE CSO-GOVERNMENT-POSITIVE, and DIFFERENCE CSO-

GOVERNMENT-NEGATIVE. 

 The findings reported in Table 3 largely corroborate H2.69 The first three rows indicate 

that communication by all three elite types affects citizens’ confidence in IOs. Interestingly, 

however, the coefficient for IO POSITIVE is not statistically significant, suggesting that IOs 

cannot successfully legitimize themselves in the eyes of citizens through appeals to their 

democratic procedures and problem-solving performances. Moreover, the last three rows of 

indicate that there are differences between two of the three types of elites. The results suggest 

that CSOs manage to sway public confidence in IOs more than IOs themselves, irrespective 

of whether they seek to legitimize of delegitimize IOs. Similarly, the evidence indicates that 
                                                        
69 See the online appendix Table B4 for more details on the regression results. 
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governments are more effective than IOs in enhancing public confidence in IOs, but not when 

seeking to weaken public confidence in IOs. Surprisingly, however, CSOs’ legitimation or 

delegitimation strategies do not appear to be more effective than governments’ corresponding 

communication.  

 

[Table 3 about here] 

 

 We interpret these results as follows. The credibility of elites matters for their capacity 

to sway public perceptions of IOs. IOs cannot increase their legitimacy by framing themselves 

in a positive fashion. IOs are likely perceived as partial, and therefore non-credible, as a 

source of positive information about their own merits. Only when admitting to their own 

faults are IOs credible and their communication effective in shaping citizens’ legitimacy 

perceptions. While IOs increasingly engage in discursive and institutional self-legitimation, as 

studied in a growing literature, our findings question the effectiveness of that strategy. 

Instead, they suggest that IOs have to rely on positive communication by CSOs or national 

governments to increase their legitimacy. 70  The evidence on CSO and government 

communication confirms that legitimation and delegitimation by societal and political elites 

matters for popular legitimacy, and underlines the importance of mapping and explaining 

patterns of contestation over IOs in the public realm.71 Contrary to our expectation that CSOs 

would be the most effective communicators, governments are equally effective, irrespective 

of whether they aim at legitimizing or delegitimizing IOs. This finding may be a result of 

respondents not associating CSOs and national governments with varying levels of credibility 

when communicating about IOs – either because CSOs are perceived as having political 

                                                        
70 Zaum 2013; Gronau and Schmidtke 2015; Dingwerth et al. this volume; Rocabert et al this volume. 
71 See Rauh and Zürn this volume; Schneider et al this volume. 
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agendas or organizational interests at heart, or because governments are not perceived as 

principals with a constitutive role and political stake in IOs.72 

 

Evaluative Tone of Message 

Next, we explore H3 predicting that valence matters for the effectiveness of elite messages. 

The observable implications of H3 are two-fold. First, the differences in means between the 

group receiving negative treatments and the control group, as well as between the group 

receiving positive treatments and the control group, should be statistically significant. Second, 

the difference in means between the negative and the positive treatment groups should be 

statistically significant and in the direction of negative messages having stronger effects than 

positive messages. 

 Table 4 presents the results, which are in line with H3.73 The effect of positive framing 

is smaller than the effect of negative framing, which is consistent with the expectation of 

prospect theory that people weigh potential losses more heavily than gains, and with earlier 

research in the EU setting.74 Tables 2 and 3 demonstrate that this pattern largely holds even 

when we disaggregate by the grounds of endorsement or criticism and the elites making the 

statements. In the first two rows of Table 2, the effects of negative framing are shown to be 

larger than the effects of positive framing, regardless of whether elites refer to procedure or 

performance. The findings in the first three rows of Table 3 show a more varied pattern. In 

line with the expectation, they indicate that elite communication by governments and IOs is 

more effective when negatively framed. However, for CSOs, the effects are larger when the 

communication is positively framed. If we disaggregate by IOs, as we shall soon do, we find 

that, the statistically significant difference in effects between positive and negative framing 

holds for all five IOs in the survey experiment (Figures 1-3). 
                                                        
72 On the credibility of transnational NGOs, see Gourevitch et al 2012. 
73 See the online appendix Table B5 for more details on the regression results. 
74 Kahneman and Tversky 1979. See also Gabel and Scheve 2007; Maier et al. 2012. 



 28 

 Overall, these results suggest that delegitimation of IOs by their opponents is more 

successful in shaping citizens’ legitimacy perceptions than legitimation of the same 

organizations by IOs themselves and their supporters. In general, people tend to be risk averse 

and therefore weigh criticism more heavily than endorsements when forming opinions. 

Criticism that IOs are undemocratic and ineffective may also play to preexisting fears and 

suspicions among citizens,75 in themselves the result of historical exposure to public critique 

against IOs.  These findings also suggest a problematic relationship in the public contestation 

over IOs. While public criticism against IOs often is intended to push these organizations 

toward improvements, rather than undermine them, such advocacy efforts are likely to have 

costly negative externalities in terms of reduced public confidence.76 

 

Familiarity of IOs 

Now we turn to H4 predicting that elite communication about less familiar IOs has a stronger 

impact on citizens’ legitimacy beliefs than communication about more familiar IOs. For these 

purposes, we assume that regional IOs are more familiar, given their greater proximity to 

citizens’ everyday lives and the higher levels of public contestation surrounding most regional 

IOs. The observable implications are twofold. First, framing effects should be present in all 

IOs. Second, the observed treatment effects for global IOs should be weaker than for regional 

IOs. 

 In Figures 1-3, we depict the average treatment effects (ATE) for each IO with their 

respective 95 percent confidence intervals. The confidence intervals indicate that we have 95 

percent certainty that the true treatment effect lies within their range – that is, there is a 5 

percent margin of error. If the confidence intervals include zero, the ATE are not statistically 

                                                        
75 Carey 2002. 
76 O’Brien et al. 2000. 
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significant indicating that an effect might happen due to chance, if at all. We thus re-examine 

the differences-in-means between the treatment groups and the control group presented in 

Tables 2-4, but now at the level of individual IOs.77 The results are in line with H4, with some 

exceptions. 

 Figure 1 shows that the effects of elite communication overall are stronger in the 

context of global IOs, irrespective of whether the communication refers to IOs’ procedures or 

performances. We observe statistically significant treatment effects in the context of the 

global IOs, with one exception: positive communication about the IMF’s performance does 

not seem to impress citizens. By contrast, we find fewer such effects in the context of the 

regional IOs, with three exceptions. First, the results suggest that negative communication 

about the EU’s and NAFTA’s democratic credentials may indeed sway public confidence. 

What is more, negative communication about NAFTA’s performance appears to make 

citizens less confident in NAFTA. 

 Figure 2 reveals a similar pattern. When we assess differences across IOs in the 

effectiveness of different types of elites, we find the effects to be stronger for global IOs with 

some exceptions. Comparing the treatment groups with the control group suggests that 

positive or negative framing by CSOs is more effective in relation to the three global IOs than 

the two regional IOs. However, the results from the treatments containing communication by 

IOs show an exceptional pattern, where positive communication never seems to work, 

mirroring the general ineffectiveness of IO self-legitimation, and negative communication 

seems to work in all instances. With regard to communication by governments, the results are 

more varied. Positive communication by governments about the UN and the WTO seem to 

sway public confidence, but not in the case of the IMF, EU, or NAFTA. Negative 

communication by governments works in all cases except for NAFTA. 

                                                        
77 Figures 1-3 are based on a replication of the results from Tables 2-4 that we detail in the online appendix 
Table B6. 
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 Figure 3, finally, shows the ATE for positive and negative messages. It demonstrates 

that positive framing works in all global IOs, but not in the regional IOs, in line with the 

expectation. However, negative framing works in the context of all IOs. 

 Taken together, these results point to an important difference between global and 

regional IOs in the effectiveness of elite communication. Although the results are somewhat 

mixed, they point to fewer effects in the regional IOs. This difference likely reflects the 

varying familiarity of global and regional IOs among citizens. While all the five IOs included 

in the survey experiment are familiar to citizens at a basic level, the regional IOs have been 

more publicly debated in the member countries. Citizens may therefore have been able to 

acquire more information and develop deeper knowledge about these IOs, leading attitudes to 

become more stable and less susceptible to elite communication.  

 

[Figures 1-3 about here] 

 

Robustness of the Results 

We performed several robustness checks. First, we replicated all analyses for each country 

separately in order to check whether some of the results were driven by sample size or 

potentially unobserved country-specific variables. The results are similar in the different 

countries when including the country dummies and do not change the interpretation of our 

results (see Tables C1-C4 in the online appendix). 

 Second, the results for NAFTA are based on smaller samples than the results for the 

other IOs, since they are exclusively based on responses from the US. Critics may object that 

the results for the EU are based on two countries and therefore not comparable to the results 

for NAFTA. To address this potential concern, we replicated the models for the EU for 
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Germany and the UK separately. Table C5 shows that the results presented in Figures 1-3 

remain robust. 

 Third, we addressed the related concern that the fewer effects for the regional IOs could 

be due to a lower number of respondents for these organizations compared to the global IOs. 

Table C6 shows that there are indeed fewer treatment effects for the regional organizations 

than the treatment effects for the global IOs, if we equalize the number of respondents 

through analyses at the country level, and thus not driven by differences in the number of 

responses.  

 Fourth, as detailed in the research design section, YouGov relies on a quota sampling 

procedure with the aim to attain a nationally representative sample. To take national 

differences in sampling procedures into account, YouGov creates a variable denoting the 

optimal weight that should be assigned to each observation in order to achieve nationally 

representative results. We re-ran all analyses using weighted data, which did not affect the 

results (see Table C7). 

 Finally, we replicated all analyses in order to check whether missing data, because of 

item non-response, may have biased our results. We obtained data from four randomized 

experiments, and each experiment yielded data on confidence in different IOs from the same 

individuals. However, not all respondents indicated a confidence level; some chose the “don’t 

know” option. This causes some missing points in our data. If the missing values for 

confidence contain some information about political knowledge about international politics, 

the cases with missing values may yield information that may be relevant for the relationship 

between treatment and confidence.78 If this were true, the ATE may be biased if we were to 

take the difference between average treatment outcomes and average control outcomes.79 For 

                                                        
78 In Rubin’s (1976, 582) words, data are missing at random if for each possible value of a variable, “the 
conditional probability of the observed pattern of missing data, given the missing data and the value of the 
observed data, is the same for all possible values of the missing data.”  
79 See Frangakis and Rubin 1999. 
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this reason, we examined the causal process behind outcome missingness, although this 

problem is unlikely to affect the results given the very low number of missing values. In fact, 

we show that all results remain robust when replicating the analyses presented in Tables 2-4 

while relaxing the assumption that the randomization was successful.80  

 

 
Conclusion 

 

While popular legitimacy is central to international cooperation, previous research has 

provided few insights into the process through which citizens develop legitimacy beliefs vis-

à-vis IOs. A growing body of research has explored legitimation and delegitimation of IOs, 

but the consequences of such elite communication for the popular legitimacy of IOs have 

been little examined. In this paper, we have sought to address this gap through a systematic 

and comparative assessment of the effects of elite communication. Based on a survey 

experiment involving almost 10,000 residents of Germany, the UK, and the US, we have 

established that elites’ framing of the procedures and performances of IOs affect people’s 

legitimacy perceptions. In addition, we have assessed whether the effects of elite 

communication vary depending on the credibility of the elite, the evaluative tone of the 

message, and the familiarity of the IO. The experimental results indicate that more credible 

(CSO and government) elites are more effective than less credible (IO) elites, negative 

messages more effective than positive, and communication about less familiar (global) IOs 

more effective than communication about more familiar (regional) IOs in swaying popular 

legitimacy.  

 We conclude by discussing four broader implications of these results. First, they support 

a perspective on legitimacy beliefs as formed in a social process of legitimation and 
                                                        
80 See online appendix D for detailed results and a description of the steps undertaken for this robustness check. 
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delegitimation, where evaluative claims in the public realm interact with individual priors.81 

Citizens’ attitudes toward IOs are not set, but continuously evolving and open to 

reorientation, as individuals integrate arguments and information from trusted elites. In this 

process, citizens appear to be equally responsive to claims about the democratic qualities and 

the problem-solving effectiveness of IOs, contrary to some earlier findings.82 Generally, the 

consequentiality of elite communication highlights the importance of better understanding 

when and why legitimation and delegitimation become prominent in global governance.83 

 Second, the results point to important qualifications regarding the effectiveness of 

legitimation and delegitimation. Taken together, these qualifications suggest an uphill-battle 

for elites concerned with the legitimacy of global and, especially, regional IOs. While IOs 

invest considerable resources in communicating information about their qualities,84 citizens 

appear skeptical of attempts by IOs to talk up their legitimacy. Only when IOs admit to faults 

are they credible and therefore influential, but then not as hoped. This indicates that IOs’ best 

chance of boosting their legitimacy resides in mobilizing supporters among civil society and 

national political elites. Yet any such efforts face the challenge that positive communication is 

less effective than negative in shaping citizen attitudes. Messages that criticize global 

governance more easily get through to citizens than those which speak to its virtues. All these 

difficulties are compounded in the regional setting, where IOs typically have been subject to 

more intense public contestation in the past and citizens formed more developed attitudes, 

reducing the scope for elite communication to build popular legitimacy. 

 Third, this paper suggests next steps in the study of elite communication and popular 

legitimacy in global governance. On the methodological side, this paper has highlighted the 

promise of survey experiments. Compared to time-series analysis, survey experiments have 

                                                        
81 Suchman 1995; Hurd 2007; Tallberg and Zürn this volume.  
82 Hurd 2007; Binder and Heupel 2015; Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015. 
83 See Dingwerth et al this volume; Rauh and Zürn this volume; Schneider et al. this volume. 
84 Zaum 2013; Ecker-Ehrhardt 2015; Gronau and Schmidtke 2015; Dingwerth et al this volume. 
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advantages in identifying causal effects of elite communications, since problems of 

endogeneity and omitted variables can be avoided.85 In this study, we have used a survey 

experiment to demonstrate the impact of elite frames in one-off messages. While significant 

in its own right, and an important first step, the reality is that legitimation or delegitimation 

attempts rarely occur in isolation. Tracking recent developments in research on political 

communication, future analysis should study the effects of elite communication in more 

complex settings, involving competing and iterated legitimation and delegitimation 

attempts.86 While experimental survey designs can never fully reflect reality, we can build 

cumulative knowledge in a series of experiments by isolating framing effects in different 

kinds of settings. On the empirical side, this paper has privileged assessing communication 

effects comparatively across elites, messages, and IOs. The comparative dimension proved 

essential for isolating variation and avoiding biased conclusions. For instance, had we only 

focused on the EU, as existing studies in this area do, we would have underestimated the 

effects of elite communication. Yet, as this research area expands, natural next steps would be 

to examine the importance of individual-level factors, such as knowledge, and country-level 

factors, such as national experiences of specific IOs.  

 Finally, our findings raise an important normative issue: is it good or bad that citizens’ 

evaluations of IOs are susceptible to elite communication? Rather than offering an answer, we 

outline the alternatives.87 The traditional interpretation in public opinion research is to regret 

framing effects from a democratic perspective. If citizens’ opinions on policies, politicians, 

and institutions can be easily manipulated by elites to serve their interests, this is bad news for 

democratic politics. Then citizens have no genuine interests and public preferences no 

stability. At the same time, elite communication and public contestation are natural and 

                                                        
85 Gabel and Scheve 2007; Mutz 2011. 
86 Chong and Druckman 2010. On competing frames, see also Chong and Druckman 2007b; Hansen 2007; 
Druckman et al. 2010. 
87 Cf. Chong and Druckman 2007a, 120-121. 
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necessary components of the process through which individuals develop political attitudes. 

Forming an opinion involves assessing, accepting, and rejecting competing frames 

communicated in the public realm. Not being open to new arguments is therefore just as 

problematic as elite-driven fluctuations in attitudes.  
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Tables and Figures in Text 
 
 
TABLE 1. Vignettes: Factorial design 

Treatment Tone Ground Source Wording of vignette 

Treatment 1 + Procedure 

CSOs 

As you may know, most civil society organizations 
praise the (IO) for being highly democratic.  

Treatment 2 –  
As you may know, most civil society organizations 
criticize the (IO) for being highly undemocratic. 

Treatment 3 + Performance 
As you may know, most civil society organizations 
praise the (IO) for doing a very good job in trying to 
solve the problems it faces. 

Treatment 4 –  
As you may know, most civil society organizations 
criticize the (IO) for doing a very poor job in trying to 
solve the problems it faces. 

Treatment 5 + Procedure 

IOs 

As you may know, the (IO) prides itself for being highly 
democratic. 

Treatment 6 –  
As you may know, the (IO) admits to being highly 
undemocratic. 

Treatment 7 + Performance 
As you may know, the (IO) prides itself for doing a very 
good job in trying to solve the problems it faces. 

Treatment 8 –  
As you may know, the (IO) admits to doing a very bad 
job when trying to solve the problems it faces. 

Treatment 9 + Procedure 

Government 

As you may know, the (COUNTRY) government praises 
the (IO) for being highly democratic. 

Treatment 10 –  
As you may know, the (COUNTRY) government 
criticizes the (IO) for being highly undemocratic. 

Treatment 11 + Performance 
As you may know, the (COUNTRY) government praises 
the (IO) for doing a very good job in trying to solve the 
problems it faces. 

Treatment 12 –  
As you may know, the (COUNTRY) government 
criticizes the (IO) for doing a very poor job in trying to 
solve the problems it faces. 

Notes: Wording of vignettes. After receiving the treatment, people were asked how much confidence they have 
on IOs: “How much confidence do you personally have in the UN? Answer categories range from 0 (no 
confidence at all) to 10 (complete confidence); don’t know”. The control group receives the question about 
confidence without a vignette. 
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TABLE 2. Object of framing: IOs’ procedures and performances 

 
Treatment group 

 
Group of comparison 

 
Valence 

   

Positive  

 

Negative  

    
Procedure Control  0.204** 

(0.063) 
N=13109 

–0.329***  
(0.062)   

N=12963 
 

Performance Control 0.191** 
(0.063) 

N=13225  
 

–0.310*** 
(0.062) 

N=13132 

Procedure Performance 0.013 
(0.040)  

 N=13146 

–0.019 
(0.038) 

 N=12907 
 

Notes: Significance levels: * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. Difference-in-means tests using OLS regression 
analysis. Numbers are unstandardized regression coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses that are 
clustered at the level of individuals (see, for a discussion of reporting unstandardized regression coefficients as 
indicators for effect size, Breaugh 2003). Note that the coefficients are based on different samples.   
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TABLE 3. Elite credibility: CSOs, IOs, and national governments 

 
Treatment group 

 
Group of comparison 

 
Valence 

   

Positive  

 

Negative  

    
CSO Control  0.310*** 

(0.066) 
N=10962 

–0.259*** 
(0.065)  

N=10846 
 

IO Control 0.053 
(0.066) 

N=11000  
 

–0.386*** 
(0.065) 

N=10972 

Government Control  0.231*** 
(0.066)  

 N=10966 

–0.311*** 
(0.065) 

 N=10871 
 

CSO IO  0.257*** 
(0.048)  

 N=8774 

–0.127** 
(0.047) 

 N=8630 
 

Government IO 0.177*** 
 (0.048) 
 N=8778 

0.105 
(0.047) 

 N=8655 
 

CSO Government 0.080 
(0.049)  

 N=8740 

0.051 
(0.047) 

 N=8529 
 

Notes: Significance levels: * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. Difference-in-means tests using OLS regression 
analysis. Numbers are unstandardized regression coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses that are 
clustered at the level of individuals. Note that the coefficients are based on different samples.   
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TABLE 4. Valence: positive vs. negative framing 

Treatment group Group of comparison  
   
Positive Control 0.198*** 

(0.060) 
N=19740 

 
Negative Control –0.320*** 

(0.059) 
 N=19501 

 
Positive Negative 0.517*** 

(0.029)  
 N=26053 

Notes: Significance levels: * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. Difference-in-means tests using OLS regression 
analysis. Numbers are unstandardized regression coefficients with robust standard errors in parentheses that are 
clustered at the level of individuals. Note that the coefficients are based on different samples.   
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FIGURE 1. Object of framing: IOs’ procedures and performances 

 
Notes: ATE with their respective confidence intervals. ATE are calculated using difference-in-means tests using 
OLS regression analysis. The ATE are unstandardized regression coefficients. See Table B6 in the online 
appendix. 
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FIGURE 2. Elite credibility: CSOs, IOs, and national governments 

 
 
Notes: ATE with their respective confidence intervals. ATE are calculated using difference-in-means tests using 
OLS regression analysis. The ATE are unstandardized regression coefficients. See Table B6 in the online 
appendix. 
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FIGURE 3. Valence: positive vs. negative framing

 

Notes: ATE with their respective confidence intervals. ATE are calculated using difference-in-means tests using 
OLS regression analysis. The ATE are unstandardized regression coefficients. See Table B6 in the online 
appendix. 
 
 
 


