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Abstract
The expectation that state voice drives perceptions of the legitimacy of international institutions is a common theme in aca-
demic scholarship and policy discourse on global power shifts. This article tests this expectation empirically, using novel and
unique survey data on legitimacy perceptions toward eight international institutions among political and societal elites in six
countries, comprising both rising and established powers. The article finds only limited support for a link between a state’s
voice in an international institution and elite perceptions of legitimacy. Differences in formal state representation are only
partly reflected in patterns of perceived legitimacy across the six countries. In addition, there is no evidence at the individual
level that assessments of state voice shape elites’ perceptions of institutional legitimacy. Instead, considerations of good gov-
ernance best predict whether elites perceive of international institutions as more or less legitimate. These findings suggest
that only institutional reforms which are seen to favor general qualities of good governance, and not narrow demands for
state voice, are likely to be rewarded with greater legitimacy.

Policy Implications
• The link between a state’s voice in an international institution and the perceived legitimacy of this institution among state

elites is weaker than policy-makers typically assume.
• Policy-makers striving to secure the legitimacy of international institutions should focus on ensuring that these institutions

work in a democratic, effective, and fair fashion, rather than on satisfying each state’s demands for more voice.
• Policy-makers with this aim should only accommodate demands for greater state voice when such reforms contribute to

making international institutions more democratic, effective, and fair.
• Policy-makers in states challenging or defending existing institutional arrangements should be aware that claims for

greater voice framed in terms of legitimacy is a rhetorical strategy that resonates poorly with elites’ own conception of
the legitimacy of these institutions.

Recent decades have witnessed a shift in the global distribu-
tion of power, from established powers in Europe and North
America to rising powers in Africa, Asia, and Latin America
(Brooks and Wohlworth, 2015/2016; Layne, 2012; Kruck and
Zangl, this issue). This power shift is broadly seen to chal-
lenge the legitimacy of international institutions at the core
of the global order, such as the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), United Nations Security Council (UNSC), World Bank,
and World Trade Organization (WTO).1. The central issue
claimed to cause the discontent of rising powers is the mis-
match between state voice in decision-making and state
power in material terms. While rising powers may have
found the distribution of institutional privileges acceptable
in times of Western dominance, they now increasingly con-
test the legitimacy of arrangements that deny them due
voice in decision-making (Stephen and Z€urn, 2019).

The expectation that state voice drives perceptions of
legitimacy underpins the growing literature on global
power shifts and international institutions. While existing
scholarship makes varying predictions about the likelihood
that rising and established powers will succeed in negotiat-
ing institutional adaptation (Kruck and Zangl, this issue), all
rest on the assumption of a link between voice and legiti-
macy. According to one argument, the global power shift
will undermine the legitimacy of the existing order, as
established powers will be unwilling to meet the demands
of rising powers (Gilpin, 1981). According to another argu-
ment, established powers can accommodate the demands
of rising powers within existing institutions, thus preserving
their legitimacy (Ikenberry, 2011). According to a third
argument, the legitimacy of international institutions will
depend on how distributional conflicts over voice are
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solved within particular issue-specific settings (Stephen and
Z€urn, 2019).

The expectation that state voice shapes institutional legiti-
macy is prominent in policy debates over global governance
reform as well. For instance, it is commonly argued by pro-
ponents of reform to the UNSC that existing arrangements
must be changed if the Council is to remain legitimate
among regional powers without a permanent seat (German
Federal Foreign Office, 2019; Hurd, 2008). Similar links
between state voice and institutional legitimacy are regu-
larly drawn in the context of the IMF (where it becomes an
argument for upgrading China’s voting rights), the G7
(where it accounts for non-members discontent with this
exclusive institution), and the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (where it explains favorable
views of this inclusive institution among states otherwise
often marginalized).

The purpose of this article is to test this expectation of a
link between state voice and institutional legitimacy. To this
end, we examine unique data on elite opinion from the
Legitimacy in Global Governance (LegGov) Elite Survey con-
ducted in 2017–2019. We focus specifically on elite opinion,
because it captures the extent to which leading circles in a
country consider international institutions to be legitimate.
The survey covers 722 political and societal elites in six
countries – Brazil, Germany, the Philippines, Russia, South
Africa, and the US – comprising both rising and established
powers. The survey measures the perceived legitimacy of
eight international institutions in the areas of economic,
security, and sustainable development governance, using
elites’ confidence in these institutions as the measure of
perceived legitimacy.

Our test proceeds in two steps. We first conduct a con-
gruence analysis at the country level, in which we assess
whether a state’s formal representation in an international
institution is systematically related to perceptions of this
institution’s legitimacy among country elites. This analysis is
sensitive to the specific distributions of formal privileges in
particular institutions, which often reflect issue-specific
power and therefore defy conventional distinctions between
rising and established powers (Kruck and Zangl, this issue).
The congruence analysis finds mixed support for a link
between a state’s formal representation in an international
institution and elite perceptions of legitimacy. The fit is
good in the context of the International Criminal Court (ICC),
moderate in the context of the IMF, UNFCCC, World Bank,
and World Health Organization (WHO), and poor in the con-
text of the UNSC, G20, and WTO.

We then proceed to a regression analysis, since country-
level associations may hide stronger or weaker relationships
at the individual level, and since regression analysis allows
us to control for the simultaneous impact of other factors
potentially shaping elites’ legitimacy perceptions. The
regression analysis examines the relationship between elites’
subjective assessments of state influence in the decision-
making of the IMF, UNFCCC, and UNSC, and their legitimacy
perceptions toward these institutions. The analysis does not
support the expectation that state voice determines

legitimacy perceptions. Instead, it establishes that general
qualities of good governance best predict elite perceptions
of institutional legitimacy. The more satisfied elites are with
democracy, effectiveness, and fairness in international insti-
tutions, the more they regard these institutions to be legiti-
mate. This result holds across all six countries, but the
importance of each institutional quality varies across coun-
tries and institutions.
Taken together, these findings challenge the expectation of

a link between state voice and institutional legitimacy that
characterizes existing scholarship and policy discourse. If we
consult the actual opinions of governing elites in rising and
established powers, this link is tenuous at best. It appears that
elites are less guided by narrow assessments of their own
state’s influence in an institution and more by qualities of col-
lectively desirable governance (see also Binder and Heupel,
this issue). These findings suggest that conflicts over state
voice are unlikely to undermine the legitimacy of international
institutions, that states which invoke a link between voice and
legitimacy likely engage in a strategy of rhetorical coercion to
extract concessions (Kruck and Zangl, this issue), and that
reforms will best favor institutional legitimacy if they focus on
general qualities of good governance rather than specific
demands for state voice.

State voice and institutional legitimacy

Research on global power shifts tends to suggest that rising
and established powers conceive of the legitimacy of inter-
national institutions based on state voice. Voice refers to the
representation and influence of a state in the decision-mak-
ing of an international institution. Many international institu-
tions distribute voice unequally by giving some states a
greater formal say than others in decision-making (Blake
and Payton, 2015). In other institutions, where formal repre-
sentation is equal for all, informal practices give certain
states more influence than others (Stone, 2011).
The expectation of a link between state voice and institu-

tional legitimacy grows out of the conventional narrative
about global power shifts and international institutions
(Acharya, 2016; Ikenberry, 2011, 2018a; Kruck and Zangl, this
issue; Stephen and Z€urn, 2019). According to this narrative,
the US and its allies successfully constructed a liberal global
order in the aftermath of the Second World War. The core
of this liberal order was a number of international institu-
tions, among them, the IMF, the World Bank, the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and the UN. These
international institutions were structured to favor the inter-
ests of the Western powers both in terms of procedural
rules and substantive policies. Procedurally, they institution-
alized inequalities by giving the Western powers particular
advantages in decision-making. The IMF and the World Bank
distributed voting power based on capital contributions, the
UN granted exclusive veto privileges to five great powers,
and the GATT informally relied on agreements between the
US and Europe. Substantively, these international institutions
tended to pursue policy agendas aligned with Western lib-
eral ideals of free trade, human rights, and liberalization.
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This liberal global order reached its climax in the 1990s,
when the Western powers, inspired by the end of the Cold
War, moved to expand the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) and the European Union (EU), create the ICC,
and introduce new liberal norms such as responsibility to
protect, human security, and sustainable development.

With the rise of new regional and global powers, the dis-
tribution of state voice within this institutional order has
been called into question. What may have appeared as a
reasonable distribution of voice in times of Western domi-
nance is increasingly seen as unjust and unreflective of eco-
nomic and political realities. The distribution of structural
capabilities has shifted decisively in favor of the rising pow-
ers, while the US and its allies are in relative decline, eco-
nomically, demographically, and militarily. This shift in
geopolitical weight has gone hand in hand with demands
for greater representation and influence in global gover-
nance. At the forefront of these demands are the BRICS –
Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa – but also other
powers call for greater influence. For instance, regional pow-
ers without permanent seats have called for institutional
reforms that would make the UNSC more inclusive and egal-
itarian. China has demanded a recalibration of the system of
voting weights in the IMF and the World Bank. Brazil and
India have requested to become part of the core negotiat-
ing group of the WTO, previously restricted to the US, the
EU, Japan, and Canada.

These concerns with state voice in times of global power
shifts are closely linked to perceptions of institutional legiti-
macy, according to many analyses. When criticizing the dis-
tribution of privileges within existing international
institutions, rising powers challenge the legitimacy of
arrangements that do not provide them with adequate
voice in decision-making. Conversely, when defending the
legitimacy of existing institutions, the established powers
confirm their commitment to an order whose decision-mak-
ing arrangements serve them well. While legitimacy could
result from multiple standards, both rising and established
powers appear particularly concerned with their own rela-
tive voice (Stephen and Z€urn, 2019; Z€urn and Stephen,
2010). The question of whether and how to reform the lib-
eral international order to changing power realities is there-
fore intimately bound up with issues of legitimacy. ‘The
legitimacy of the rules and leadership roles of global gover-
nance is in dispute,’ as Stephen (2017, p. 483) puts it. Iken-
berry (2018a, p. 19) concurs: ‘[T]he crisis of the liberal order
is a crisis of legitimacy.’

Existing scholarship is less united on the implications of
this link between state voice and institutional legitimacy for
the overall legitimacy and future development of the global
order. These differences are rooted in varying assessments
of the likelihood that international institutions accommodate
the demands of rising powers – not of the link between
voice and legitimacy as such. According to one argument,
rooted in power transition theory, the global power shift will
undermine the legitimacy of the existing order, as estab-
lished powers will be unwilling to meet the demands of ris-
ing powers, eventually leading to the demise of this order

(Gilpin, 1981; Schweller and Pu, 2011; Wohlworth, 2009).
According to a second argument, associated with liberal
internationalism, demands for greater voice can be effec-
tively accommodated within the current order, which there-
fore will maintain or gain legitimacy in the eyes of rising
powers – states that even may become its new constituen-
cies (Ikenberry, 2011, 2018b). According to a third argument,
advanced in recent empirical research, the picture is neither
as gloomy as power transition theorists suggest, nor as
bright as liberal internationalists expect. Rising powers
accept the current global order as a system of rules and
institutions for the management of transnational problems,
but are genuinely dissatisfied with inequalities in decision-
making to their disadvantage (Stephen and Z€urn, 2019).
Depending on how reforms are negotiated within specific
settings, distributional conflicts over voice will therefore
have either positive or negative consequences for the per-
ceived legitimacy of these international institutions.
In sum: while existing research offers varying predictions

of the future legitimacy and status of the current global
order, it appears united in an expectation that state voice is
a powerful determinant of the legitimacy of international
institutions among rising and established powers. In the
empirical analysis, we confront this expectation with new
data.

Data: the LegGov Elite Survey

In order to evaluate the relationship between state voice
and institutional legitimacy, we draw on novel and unique
data from the LegGov Elite Survey, fielded between October
2017 and August 2019 (for a full description of the survey
design and implementation, see Appendix S1). Using elite
opinion to assess this expectation makes sense for several
reasons. First, it allows us to capture the extent to which
leading circles in a country find international institutions
legitimate or not. It thus offers a fair way of examining
whether those who govern a country are guided by consid-
erations of state voice in international institutions. Second,
since elites represent states internationally, elite opinion
could have consequences for how states position them-
selves in debates over institutional reform (Lipscy, 2017;
Kruck and Zangl, this issue; Zangl et al., 2016). Finally, elite
opinion has advantages compared to alternative measures
of the legitimacy of international institutions. Legitimation
and delegitimation discourse by state representatives in the
public realm often has strategic intent and can therefore be
expected to less accurately capture sincere legitimacy per-
ceptions (Binder and Heupel, 2015; Stephen and Z€urn,
2019). Similarly, public opinion is a less optimal measure,
since the general public is less informed about international
institutions than elites, and since the link to state behavior
in international institutions is less immediate.
The LegGov Elite Survey covers elite opinion in six coun-

tries: Brazil, Germany, the Philippines, South Africa, Russia,
and the USA, comprising a total of 722 elite individuals. This
sample spans states with varying positions in international
institutions. While the US and Germany often are described
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as established powers in the current institutional order, Bra-
zil, Russia, and South Africa are often presented as rising
powers with aspirations for more central roles in global gov-
ernance. The Philippines, finally, qualifies as a state that is
neither established nor rising, thus offering an interesting
case for comparison.

Elites are defined in this survey as people holding leading
positions in key organizations in society that strive to be
politically influential. While most studies of elite opinion
focus on political elites exclusively, the LegGov Elite Survey
covered societal elites as well, based on the idea that a mul-
titude of organizations aspire to influence politics. In the cat-
egory of political elites, the survey covered partisan-political
and bureaucratic elites, such as elected politicians, party offi-
cials, senior civil servants, and career diplomats. In the gen-
eral category of societal elites, the survey covered elites in
media, civil society, research, and business circles, such as
senior editors, advocacy directors, university professors, and
company managers.

Since an exhaustive database of elites is not available, a
random sample of respondents in each country could not
be drawn, as is commonly done in similar studies of the
general public. Instead, the survey used a targeted selection
procedure in two steps (Hoffmann-Lange, 2009). First, the
most central organizations within each of the six elite sec-
tors were selected. Next, within those organizations, people
in mid- and high-level positions who have a coordinating or
strategic function and work on substantive issues were iden-
tified. The survey includes at least 100 interviews per coun-
try, evenly divided across the two categories of political and
societal elites. The preferred survey method was telephone
interviews. While the response rate is less central to the
quality of a targeted quota sample compared to a random
probability sample, it should be noted that the survey
reached a respectable response rate of 38 per cent (Wal-
grave and Joly, 2018).

In line with a growing body of research, the survey relies
on respondents’ confidence in institutions as a measure of
legitimacy perceptions.2. Interviewees were asked to indicate
whether they had (0) ‘no confidence at all,’ (1) ‘not very
much confidence,’ (2) ‘quite a lot of confidence,’ or (3) ‘a
great deal of confidence.’ This operationalization is anchored
in systems theory, which conceives of legitimacy as the
reservoir of confidence in a political system, independent of
short-term satisfaction with its distributional outcomes (Eas-
ton, 1975). While some studies use a multi-item measure
with the aim to capture various complexities of legitimacy
as a concept, these studies usually invoke a broader concep-
tualization of legitimacy, incorporating normative standards
to be met by an institution and/or acceptance of the rules
of an institution (e.g., Anderson et al., 2019; Gilley, 2006;
Nasiritousi and Verhaegen, 2020). The question about confi-
dence in the respective international institutions preceded,
and was not immediately followed by, questions opera-
tionalizing the independent variables used for this analysis.

For the purposes of this article, we use data on the eight
intergovernmental institutions covered by the LegGov Elite
Survey: the G20, ICC, IMF, UNFCCC, UNSC, WHO, World Bank,

and WTO. Intergovernmental institutions offer the most rele-
vant context for evaluating whether considerations of state
voice drive elites’ legitimacy perceptions. The eight institu-
tions vary on two relevant dimensions. First, they span insti-
tutions in three broad issue areas: economic, sustainable
development, and security governance. Second, they pre-
sent different ways of distributing formal representation
among the six studied states, generating clear expectations
about patterns in legitimacy.

Empirical analysis

The analysis evaluates the relationship between state voice
and institutional legitimacy in two steps. The first part offers
a congruence analysis (George and Bennett, 2005) at the
country level, examining whether differences in the formal
representation of states in international institutions are
reflected in patterns of perceived legitimacy for these insti-
tutions. The second part goes one step further by offering
an individual-level analysis of the relationship between
elites’ subjective assessments of state voice and their legiti-
macy perceptions toward three specific institutions: the IMF,
UNFCCC, and UNSC.

Congruence analysis: formal state representation and
institutional legitimacy

The congruence analysis operationalizes state voice as the
formal representation of a state in the major decision-mak-
ing body of an international institution. We would expect
elites in states that enjoy better representation in a given
international institution to perceive of this institution as
more legitimate than elites in states that are less well repre-
sented. This analysis recognizes and exploits that state rep-
resentation is distributed differently across institutional
settings, making broad generalizations about some states as
rising and others as established in all settings misleading
(Kruck and Zangl, this issue; Stephen and Z€urn, 2019).
Table 1 offers the basis for evaluating this expectation by

showing the share of elite respondents in each country with
a great deal or quite a lot of confidence in the eight institu-
tions in the sample. Next to the general category of elites in
each country, the table distinguishes between political and
societal elites on the expectation that state representation
might matter most for political elites, whose role is to repre-
sent the state in question. We begin by discussing the five
institutions with unequal representation and then turn to
the three institutions with equal representation.
The UN Security Council has 15 members of which five are

permanent members and enjoy a veto in UNSC decision-
making, while the other ten elected non-permanent mem-
bers rotate on a two-year basis. Among our six states, Russia
and the US have permanent seats on the Security Council,
while Brazil has acted as a non-permanent member ten
times, Germany six times, the Philippines four times, and
South Africa three times (UN, 2019). Together with India and
Japan, Brazil and Germany are part of the G4 that repeat-
edly has demanded a reform of the Security Council with
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permanent seats for these states (Deutsche Welle, 2004). As
Germany puts it: ‘The German Government wants to see a
reform of the Security Council that reflects the changed
geopolitical environment since 1945’ (German Federal For-
eign Office, 2019). Reform proposals frequently include sug-
gestions for a permanent African seat on the Council, and
South Africa is one of the main regional contenders (Venter,
2003). The Philippines does not appear to have aspired to a
permanent seat on the Security Council.
The composition of the Security Council, and related calls

for reform, leads to the expectation that this institution
enjoys greater legitimacy among elites in the US and Russia
than in Brazil, Germany, South Africa, and the Philippines. As
Table 1 indicates, this does not tend to be the case. While a
particularly large portion of the Russian elites has confi-
dence in the UNSC (73 per cent), the other observations are
not in line with the expectation. Elites in Brazil (59 per cent),
Germany (55 per cent), the US (55 per cent), and the Philip-
pines (52 per cent) have very similar levels of confidence in
the UNSC, while elites in South Africa (33 per cent) have
considerably less confidence in the institution. The fit with
the expectation is not improved by considering political
elites specifically or the number of times a state has held a
rotating seat on the UNSC.
The IMF and the World Bank allocate voting power in

their main decision-making bodies based on the relative
positions of member countries in the world economy, as
reflected in GDP and contributions to the institutions (IMF,
2019; World Bank, 2019). Both the IMF and the World Bank
have reformed the allocation of voting shares during the
past decade, mainly in response to China’s growing impor-
tance in the world economy, but also to the benefit of other
BRICS countries (IMF, 2016). The US enjoys the greatest vot-
ing power by far in both institutions (IMF 16.52 per cent;
WB 15.68 per cent), but also Germany is among the states
with most voting power (5.32; 3.96). Russia (2.59; 2.74) and
Brazil (2.22; 2.21), too, enjoy substantial voting power, while
South Africa (0.64; 0.76) and the Philippines (0.44; 0.43) have
considerably less.
According to the conventional expectation, the distribu-

tion of voting power in the IMF and the World Bank should
be reflected in greater perceived legitimacy of these institu-
tions in the US, followed by Germany, Russia, Brazil, the
Philippines, and South Africa. Table 1 supports this expecta-
tion to some extent: while elites in Brazil show more confi-
dence than expected, and Russian elites less confidence
than expected, elites in the other countries largely conform
to the expected pattern of confidence. The IMF and the
World Bank enjoy the broadest support among US elites (63
per cent; 69 per cent), but are also regarded favorably by
elites in Brazil (63 per cent; 66 per cent). Confidence is
slightly less extensive in Germany (56 per cent; 59 per cent).
While the World Bank enjoys broad legitimacy among elites
in the Philippines (61 per cent), the IMF is seen as legitimate
by a minority (44 per cent). Less than half of the intervie-
wees in Russia have confidence in the IMF and World Bank
(45 per cent; 49 per cent). Elites in South Africa are most
skeptical of these two institutions (37 per cent; 38 per cent).
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If we only consider political elites, the fit with the expecta-
tion is worse, as political elites in Germany have most confi-
dence in the IMF and World Bank, and political elites in
Russia the least confidence in the IMF and second least in
the World Bank.

The G20 brings together representatives of the 19 most
economically important states in the world as well as the
European Union. Originally founded in 1999 for meetings
among finance ministers and central bank governors, it was
elevated in status in 2008, when it was extended to heads
of state and government. All of our six states except the
Philippines are members of the G20. The G20 is frequently
seen as an effort by the established powers on the G7 to
accommodate demands from rising powers for a greater
role in the governing of the world economy. While states
outside the G20 have contested its membership composi-
tion, the Philippines does not appear to be among those,
even if its economy is not far behind the lesser developed
members of the institution. Decisions in the G20 are taken
through consensus, giving all member states equal formal
weight.

The composition of the G20 suggests that elites in Brazil,
Germany, Russia, South Africa, and the US should find the
institution more legitimate than elites in the Philippines. If
we consider that the G20 offers some regional powers the
representation they have long sought in the governing of
the world economy, we could expect it to be particularly
appreciated in Brazil, Russia, and South Africa, which are not
part of the G7. Table 1 offers weak support for this expecta-
tion: greater representation does not appear to have yielded
a systematic legitimacy dividend. The share of elites that
have confidence in the G20 is the lowest in South Africa (30
per cent) and the highest in Russia (68 per cent), Brazil (60
per cent) and the US (57 per cent). The Philippines (43 per
cent) and Germany (39 per cent) fall in between. Focusing
only on political elites has mixed effects for the fit: while
the figures improve for Germany and South Africa, in line
with the expectation, they also improve for the Philippines
and decline for Russia, contrary to the expectation.

The ICC is open to all states for membership and is gov-
erned by the Assembly of States Parties, in which all mem-
ber states have one vote. Yet some states have chosen not
to sign or ratify the Rome Statute, and some have chosen
to leave the court. Among our six states, Brazil, Germany,
and South Africa are members of the ICC, while the Philip-
pines, Russia, and the US are not. However, South Africa’s
status is unclear, as the government announced in 2016 that
the country would leave the court, and confirmed this inten-
tion in 2019, but so far has not done so (Ncana, 2019; The
Guardian, 2016). The Philippines was originally a member of
the ICC, but declared in 2018 – during the field period of
the LegGov Elite Survey – that it would withdraw from the
court, and then officially left in March 2019 (Gutierrez, 2019).
Russia signed the Rome Statute in 2000, but never ratified
it, and then formally withdrew its signature in 2016 (Walker
and Bowcott, 2016). The US participated in the negotiations
leading to the establishment of the court, but subsequently
voted against the Rome Statute.

State representation on the ICC and contestation among
non-members lead to an expectation that the court is per-
ceived as more legitimate among elites in Brazil, Germany,
and possibly South Africa, than in the Philippines, Russia, and
the US. Table 1 offers support for this expectation. The very
broad legitimacy of the ICC among elites in Germany (98 per
cent) and Brazil (81 per cent) stands out, as does the very
weak legitimacy of the court in South Africa (31 per cent). Rus-
sian elites, too, show little confidence in the institution (47 per
cent). The ICC enjoys medium legitimacy in the Philippines
(65 per cent) and the US (61 per cent). Only focusing on politi-
cal elites does not change the picture. This pattern suggests a
mutually reinforcing relationship between membership and
legitimacy where the court enjoys greater legitimacy among
elites in states that have chosen to sign the Rome Statute and
stay committed. In this respect, the case of the ICC is slightly
different than the other institutions, as the legitimacy of the
court among elites likely influenced state decisions on
whether or not to join the court, which in turn determines
state representation on the court.
Finally, let us consider international institutions where all

six states are members and enjoy equal formal status. While
operating in the shadow of informal power differentials
(Stone, 2011), the WHO, UNFCCC, and WTO all subscribe to
equal formal representation and voting power. We would
expect these equalities to be reflected in relatively similar
perceptions of the legitimacy of these international institu-
tions among elites in the six countries. Table 1 indicates a
pattern largely conformant to this expectation for the WHO
and the UNFCCC, which tend to enjoy very high (WHO) or
high (UNFCCC) legitimacy across the board. For the WTO,
the spread is greater, ranging from elites in Brazil (73 per
cent) to elites in the US (59 per cent), Germany (57 per
cent), Philippines (48 per cent), Russia (46 per cent) and
South Africa (39 per cent). Focusing only on political elites
does not change this picture, while the pattern is more
heterogeneous among societal elites.
In sum: the congruence analysis offers mixed support for

a link between state representation and legitimacy percep-
tions. The comparison across states for single institutions
shows a good fit for the ICC, a moderate fit for the IMF,
World Bank, WHO, and UNFCCC, and a poor fit for the
UNSC, G20, and WTO.

Regression analysis: perceived state influence and
institutional legitimacy

While the congruence analysis examined the relationship
between state representation and legitimacy perceptions at
the country level, these aggregate numbers may hide a
stronger or weaker relationship at the individual level. To
assess if this is the case, we proceed to a regression analysis
of elites’ legitimacy perceptions toward three key institu-
tions in economic, sustainable development, and security
governance – the IMF, UNFCCC, and UNSC – which are sub-
ject to an in-depth examination in the LegGov Elite Survey.
In this analysis, we measure state voice through the vari-

able perceived influence, based on the following question
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‘How much influence do you think [state] has in the deci-
sion-making process in each of the following international
organizations? Do you think [state] has no influence at all
(0), little influence (1), quite some influence (2) or a lot of
influence (3)?’ An advantage of this perceptions-based mea-
sure is the possibility to capture the influence of informal
power as well, whereas the earlier analysis only took formal
representation into account. Table 2 shows that elites’ per-
ceptions of state influence tend to reflect formal power dif-
ferentials. In the case of the IMF, elite perceptions of
influence mirror the relative formal voting power for all
states except in Russia, where elites rate the state’s influence
lower than could be expected. Perceptions of state influence
in the IMF are highest among US elites, followed by elites in
Germany, Brazil, Russia, South Africa, and the Philippines. In
the case of the UNSC, we observe the highest perceived
influence among US and Russian elites, which accords with
these states’ exclusive status as permanent members. For
states that are not permanent members of the UNSC, we do
not observe a link between the number of times a state has
held a rotating seat and elite perceptions of state influence.
Finally, in the case of the UNFCCC, where states have equal
formal status, we indeed observe smaller differences across
country elites in the levels of perceived state influence. For
elites from Brazil, the Philippines, and South Africa, we
observe significantly higher levels of perceived influence
than in the other institutions (confirmed by paired t-tests),
which may reflect the better formal representation of these
states in the UNFCCC. For elites from the US, we observe
the lowest level of perceived influence in the UNFCCC,
which suggests an awareness of the special status of the US
in the IMF and UNSC.

Next to perceived influence, we include a range of other
individual-level variables to control for alternative

explanations (see Appendix S2 for question wording). First,
we include three variables measuring satisfaction with
democracy, effectiveness, and fairness in international insti-
tutions, based on the idea that elites care more about gen-
eral qualities of good governance, than about the voice of
their own particular state, when forming legitimacy beliefs.
This alternative expectation is grounded in research on insti-
tutional sources of legitimacy in both domestic settings (Esa-
iassson et al., 2012; Newton and Norris, 2000) and
international settings (Bernauer et al., 2019; Hurd, 2007;
Scholte and Tallberg, 2018). We construct the variables satis-
faction democracy, satisfaction effectiveness, and satisfaction
fairness based on respondents’ degree of satisfaction with
these qualities for each individual institution. The weak cor-
relation between these measures and perceived influence
indicates that elites do not equate greater state voice with
more democratic, effective, or fair governance, and that
these measures thus tap distinct logics (Appendix S3).
Second, we include two variables to evaluate the alterna-

tive that elites form legitimacy beliefs based on utilitarian
calculation regarding costs and benefits from globalization
(Anderson and Reichert, 1995; Curtis et al., 2014; Gabel,
1998). We include education based on the assumption that
more educated elites are better positioned to reap the gains
of globalization. In addition, we include financial situation
based on the idea that elites with more optimistic assess-
ments of their household finances already have reaped
gains from globalization and will continue to do so.
Third, we include two variables to control for the possibil-

ity that elites form legitimacy beliefs toward international
institutions based on the extent to which they hold a global
orientation. The proposition here is that elites who ‘think
globally’ are more likely to perceive of international institu-
tions as legitimate sites of governance (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2011;
Norris, 2000). We use the variable global preference to assess
the expectation that elites who have a stronger preference
for problem-solving at the global level, as opposed other
levels of governance, accord more legitimacy to interna-
tional institutions. In addition, we include a measure of glo-
bal identification, bases on responses to a question
capturing the extent to which elites feel close to the world.
Finally, we control for respondents’ age and gender.
Table 3 presents logistic regression models that estimate

the relationship between perceived influence and confi-
dence in the IMF, UNFCCC and UNSC, while controlling for
the alternative explanations. The models pool the respon-
dents from all six countries, and we estimate bootstrapped
clustered robust standard errors to account for this cluster-
ing of the data (Cameron et al., 2008). The analyses point to
three main results. First, perceived influence is not signifi-
cantly related to confidence in the three institutions. The
posited relationship between state voice and institutional
legitimacy thus does not appear to hold at the individual
level and when controlling for a range of co-variates. Sec-
ond, the findings strongly suggest that elites are motivated
by general institutional qualities when forming legitimacy
beliefs toward international institutions. The variables mea-
suring satisfaction with effectiveness and fairness in the IMF,

Table 2. Perceived influence in the IMF, UNFCCC and UNSC by
country

IMF UNFCCC UNSC

Brazil 1.180 1.708 0.525
Germany 1.702 1.741 1.024
Philippines 0.915 1.310 0.629
Russia 0.925 1.495 2.584
South Africa 0.924 1.398 0.917
USA 2.483 1.850 2.429
All countries 1.362 1.586 1.328

Notes: Reported values are means. Scales range from 0 to 3.
ANOVAs were used to test the significance of differences
between countries per institution. For the IMF, all differences
are significant except for the differences between Russia, South
Africa and the Philippines. For the UNFCCC, there is no signifi-
cant difference in perceived influence between elites in the US,
Brazil and Germany, and between elites in South Africa, Russia
and the Philippines. For the UNSC, perceived influence is signifi-
cantly higher in the US and Russia, but it does not significantly
differ between Brazil and the Philippines, and between Germany
and South Africa.
Source: LegGov Elite Survey.
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UNFCCC, and UNSC are significantly positively related to
confidence in the respective institutions. Satisfaction with
democracy is positively related to confidence in the UNFCCC
and UNSC, but not in the IMF. Third, elites’ legitimacy per-
ceptions do not appear to be substantially shaped by utili-
tarian calculations or global orientations. We only observe
one significant relationship between global orientation and
confidence: respondents who prefer to address environmen-
tal issues at the global level tend to have more confidence
in the UNFCCC. Finally, respondents’ age and gender are
not significantly associated with their confidence in the
three institutions.

Table 4 reports the findings for confidence in the IMF,
UNFCCC, and UNSC by country. Because of the lower num-
ber of observations, the tables only include the main vari-
able of interest, perceived influence, and the measures for
satisfaction with democracy, effectiveness, and fairness,
which were significantly related to confidence in all pooled
analyses. The analyses confirm the absence of a relationship
between perceived state influence and confidence in the
three institutions in all six countries. In addition, they con-
firm the importance of elites’ satisfaction with each of the
three qualities of good governance, while indicating varia-
tion across institutions and countries. In the case of the IMF
(Table 4a), satisfaction with the fairness of the institution
appears to be the overriding concern for elites in all coun-
tries. For the UNFCCC (Table 4b), satisfaction with effective-
ness is positively associated with confidence among elites in
Brazil, Germany, and the US, while satisfaction with fairness

is similarly related to confidence in Germany, the Philip-
pines, and the US. Finally, in the case of the UNSC
(Table 4c), satisfaction with democracy is a driving concern
for elites in Germany and Russia, while its fairness appears
to matter in Brazil.
In sum: these individual-level analyses find no support for

the expected relationship between elites’ perceptions of
state influence in an institution and their confidence in that
institution. Instead, the legitimacy beliefs of the interviewed
elites are strongly and consistently related to their assess-
ments of democracy, effectiveness, and fairness in these
institutions.

Conclusion

The expectation that state voice drives perceptions of legiti-
macy is a common theme in academic scholarship and pol-
icy discourse on global power shifts and international
institutions. In this article, we have tested this expectation
empirically, using novel data on elite legitimacy perceptions
in six countries in relation to eight international institutions.
In a first step, we assessed this expectation at the country
level, examining whether states’ formal representation in
these institutions is related to perceptions of legitimacy
among country elites. In a second step, we evaluated this
relationship at the individual level, examining whether elite
persons base their perceptions of legitimacy on assessments
of state voice in international institutions or on other con-
siderations.

Table 3. Multivariate logistic regression confidence in IMF, UNFCCC and UNSC

IMF UNFCCC UNSC

Perceived influence 1.252 (0.173) 1.225 (0.298) 1.482 (0.358)
Satisfaction with institutional qualities
Democracy 1.057 (0.037) 1.130 (0.068)* 1.254 (0.079)***
Effectiveness 1.185 (0.096)* 1.254 (0.116)* 1.923 (0.051)***
Fairness 1.980 (0.211)*** 1.453 (0.065)*** 1.248 (0.081)***
Utilitarian calculation
Education (MA or PhD vs. lower education) 0.840 (0.204) 0.782 (0.290) 1.303 (0.349)
Financial situation 1.026 (0.045) 0.920 (0.052) 1.011 (0.041)
Global orientation
Global preference
Trade 1.375 (0.372)
Development 1.028 (0.285)
Environment 1.391 (0.207)*
Defense 0.908 (0.281)
Global identification 1.291 (0.217) 0.902 (0.085) 1.155 (0.120)
Control variables
Age 0.999 (0.007) 1.012 (0.011) 0.992 (0.010)
Gender (non-male vs. male) 1.469 (0.307) 0.865 (0.178) 0.898 (0.110)
Intercept 0.003 (0.003)*** 0.036 (0.031)*** 0.041 (0.031)***
N 636 610 653
Pseudo R2 0.334 0.216 0.233

Notes: Models are logistic regressions with bootstrapped clustered robust standard errors to account for clustering by country. Reported
values are odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.05,**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Variable education: As the elite respon-
dents are very highly educated (only 3.7 per cent attained less than a BA degree), a dummy variable is used in the analyses distinguish-
ing between respondents with a BA degree or lower (coded as 0), and those with a MA or PhD (coded as 1).
Source: LegGov Elite Survey.
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Our findings offer limited support for this expectation.
First, formal differences in state representation are only
partly reflected in patterns of perceived legitimacy across
the six countries. There is a good fit between formal repre-
sentation and perceived legitimacy for the ICC, a moderate
fit for the IMF, World Bank, WHO, and UNFCCC, and a poor
fit for the G20, UNSC, and WTO. Second, and most impor-
tant, there is no evidence at the individual level for the
expectation that assessments of state influence would be
related to perceptions of institutional legitimacy. Instead,
the legitimacy perceptions of elites in these six countries are
mainly shaped by considerations of democracy, effective-
ness, and fairness in these institutions.

While these findings are based on unique comparative
data on elite perceptions, we should also be aware of the
limitations. The LegGov Elite Survey uses a targeted selec-
tion of elites, rather than a random sample, which calls for
caution in generalizing the findings. Moreover, the survey
offers a snapshot at a particular point in time and future
research is required to confirm that these findings are not

shaped by time-specific factors. Finally, future research could
assess the generalizability of these findings by extending
the study to elites in other rising and established powers,
such as China, India, Japan, and the United Kingdom.
Yet, if we take these preliminary findings at face value,

they suggest three broader implications for research and
policy on global power shifts and international institutional
reforms. First, conflicts between rising and established pow-
ers over state voice are unlikely to undermine the legitimacy
of existing international institutions (cf. Gilpin, 1981). The
distribution of voice and ensuing conflict dimensions in
international institutions rarely conform to a cleavage
between rising and established powers (Stephen and Z€urn,
2019). Moreover, elites in both rising and established powers
primarily base their legitimacy beliefs on other considera-
tions than state voice, further reducing the likelihood that
zero-sum conflicts over legitimacy destabilize existing inter-
national institutions.
Second, states that question the legitimacy of interna-

tional institutions with reference to their own voice appear

Table 4. Multivariate logistic regression confidence in the IMF, UNFCCC, and UNSC by country

Brazil Germany Philippines Russia South Africa USA

(a) IMF
Perceived influence 2.061

(1.19)
2.237
(1.13)

0.741
(0.29)

1.435
(0.51)

1.070
(0.37)

1.100
(0.51)

Democracy 0.952
(0.23)

1.092
(0.18)

1.254
(0.28)

1.031
(0.18)

0.983
(0.18)

1.215
(0.24)

Effectiveness 1.588*
(0.30)

1.639**
(0.31)

1.308
(0.30)

0.847
(0.13)

1.180
(0.19)

1.189
(0.24)

Fairness 1.956*
(0.51)

2.007**
(0.46)

2.345***
(0.58)

3.191***
(0.92)

1.620**
(0.30)

2.202**
(0.53)

N 110 115 113 100 111 113
Pseudo R2 0.481 0.386 0.437 0.344 0.199 0.365
(b) UNFCCC
Perceived influence 0.960

(0.36)
1.708
(0.81)

1.832
(0.64)

1.022
(0.34)

1.473
(0.51)

0.768
(0.25)

Democracy 1.234
(0.26)

1.195
(0.19)

1.079
(0.24)

0.959
(0.12)

1.372
(0.26)

1.026
(0.20)

Effectiveness 1.917**
(0.44)

1.452*
(0.22)

1.105
(0.24)

0.922
(0.09)

1.483
(0.34)

1.509*
(0.29)

Fairness 1.152
(0.28)

1.419*
(0.25)

1.723*
(0.44)

1.315
(0.19)

1.184
(0.24)

1.530*
(0.32)

N 102 113 113 92 114 105
Pseudo R2 0.334 0.278 0.273 0.050 0.263 0.291
(c) UNSC
Perceived influence 0.948

(0.43)
2.086
(1.18)

1.470
(0.46)

1.319
(0.58)

1.240
(0.49)

1.507
(0.50)

Democracy 1.331
(0.26)

1.501**
(0.23)

1.055
(0.16)

1.425*
(0.23)

1.025
(0.20)

1.119
(0.15)

Effectiveness 1.020
(0.18)

1.205
(0.19)

1.262
(0.21)

1.210
(0.19)

1.412
(0.25)

1.352
(0.21)

Fairness 1.809**
(0.39)

1.379
(0.27)

1.434
(0.29)

1.084
(0.16)

1.187
(0.22)

1.192
(0.18)

N 110 120 111 103 119 115
Pseudo R2 0.376 0.339 0.208 0.164 0.191 0.194

Notes: Models are logistic regressions. Reported values are odds ratios with standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01,
***p < 0.001.
Source: LegGov Elite Survey.

Global Policy (2020) 11:Suppl.3 © 2020 The Authors. Global Policy published by Durham University and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Legitimacy of Institutions 123



to engage in a strategy of rhetorical coercion as conceptual-
ized by Kruck and Zangl in their introduction to this special
issue (Kruck and Zangl, this issue). This criticism does not
seem to reflect sincere legitimacy concerns as much as
strategic attempts to win concessions in institutional bar-
gaining through delegitimation. By attacking international
institutions for not giving them due voice, challengers of
existing arrangements seek to delegitimize the positions of
defenders that aim to preserve the status quo (Binder and
Heupel, this issue; Fioretos, this issue; Goddard, this issue;
MacDonald, this issue). These practices underline how states
regularly deploy legitimation and delegitimation to achieve
strategic ends in world politics (Hurd, 2007; Tallberg and
Z€urn, 2019).

Third, the outcomes of reform negotiations still matter for
the legitimacy of international institutions, but in a different
way than conventionally expected in the debate about glo-
bal power shifts. It is not by satisfying each state’s demands
for more voice that international institutions secure their
legitimacy, but by ensuring that they work in accordance
with established principles of good governance – democ-
racy, effectiveness, and fairness. These principles not only
guide perceptions of legitimacy in the general public (Ber-
nauer et al., 2019; Dellmuth et al., 2019), but also among
political and societal elites, as we have shown. While a pro-
motion of these principles may involve adjustments to state
representation, only reforms that are seen to favor democ-
racy, effectiveness, and fairness as general qualities of gover-
nance, rather than state voice in the narrow sense, would
be rewarded with greater legitimacy.

Notes

This article builds on data collected through the LegGov Elite
Survey. We are grateful to Lisa Dellmuth and Jan Aart Scholte
for the collaboration on this survey and to Riksbankens
Jubileumsfond for the generous funding that made this sur-
vey possible (Grant M15 0048:1). A complete list of contribu-
tors to the LegGov Elite Survey is included in its technical
report. Previous versions of this article were presented at two
workshops of the project “International Institutions in an Age
of Global Power Shifts: Negotiating Change” at the Ludwig-
Maximilians-Universit€at M€unchen and at a workshop of the
LegGov research program. We are grateful to LMU’s Center
for Advanced Studies for financial and logistical support. We
thank Andreas Kruck and Bernhard Zangl for their excellent
guidance, Orfeo Fioretos, Lora Viola and two reviewers for
their incisive comments, and the participants at these work-
shops for their helpful suggestions.

1. This article relies on a sociological understanding of legitimacy,
where legitimacy is conceptualized as the perception or belief that
an institution’s authority is appropriately exercised (e.g., Hurd, 2007;
Suchman, 1995; Tallberg et al., 2018; Tallberg and Z€urn, 2019; Weber,
1922/1978). This is different from a normative understanding, where
an institution’s legitimacy is derived from its conformance to philo-
sophical values such as justice and democracy (Buchanan and Keo-
hane, 2006).

2. The use of confidence or trust as measures of legitimacy spans stud-
ies on domestic political institutions (Inglehart and Welzel 2005;
Newton and Norris 2000), domestic courts (B€uhlmann and Kunz
2011; Caldeira 1986), international organizations (Dellmuth and Tall-
berg 2015; Johnson 2011), and international courts (Voeten 2013).
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