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Abstract While many scholars expect people’s ideological orientations to drive
their beliefs regarding the legitimacy of international organizations (IOs), research has
found surprisingly limited support for this common assumption. In this article we
resolve this puzzle by introducing the perceived ideological profile of IOs as a critical
factor shaping the relationship between ideological orientation and such beliefs.
Theoretically, we argue that citizens accord IOs greater legitimacy when they perceive
these organizations as ideologically more congruent with their own orientations.
Empirically, we evaluate this expectation by combining observational and experimental
analyses of new survey evidence from four countries: Brazil, Germany, Indonesia, and
the United States. We find that citizens indeed perceive IOs as having particular
ideological profiles and that those perceptions systematically moderate the relationship
between people’s ideological orientations and their sense of IOs’ legitimacy. These
findings suggest that political ideology is a more powerful driver of legitimacy beliefs
in global governance than previously understood.

International organizations (IOs) appear to be increasingly contested. Britain’s deci-
sion to leave the European Union (EU), disillusionment with UN climate negotia-
tions, pushback against the handling of COVID-19 by the World Health
Organization (WHO), recurring criticism of the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), and the general rise of anti-globalist populism all signal substantial discontent
with IOs.1

This development in world politics has led to a wave of new research on the
popular legitimacy of global governance—that is, the extent to which citizens
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consider an IO to exercise authority appropriately.2 Legitimacy beliefs are a subset of
general public opinion on an IO that capture citizens’ foundational support for the
organization, independent of short-term satisfaction with its outputs.3 A key issue
in this literature pertains to the sources of such beliefs; research has found support
for a variety of individual,4 institutional,5 and communicative drivers.6

Yet one core expectation has failed to attract significant support, namely, that
citizens’ legitimacy beliefs toward IOs would be influenced by their ideological
orientations—that is, their “beliefs about the proper order of society and how it can
be achieved,”7 ordered on ideological dimensions such as the classic left–right dimen-
sion and the more recent GAL–TAN (green, alternative, liberal versus traditional,
authoritarian, nationalist) dimension. Studies have typically found weak and inconsist-
ent evidence for a general relationship between ideological orientations and legitimacy
beliefs toward IOs.8 Expectations that people on the left would systematically perceive
IOs as more legitimate, or that people with traditionalist orientations would generally
regard IOs more negatively, are usually not borne out by the data.9

The weak support for this relationship is puzzling in several respects. It conflicts with
findings in American and comparative politics that ideological orientations are of
fundamental importance for people’s attitudes toward political issues and institutions.10

It deviates from research on public opinion toward US foreign policy, which typically
identifies clear partisan differences.11 It questions recent accounts that present ideology
as central to the new wave of contestation over IOs around the world.12 And it chal-
lenges the common observation that anti-globalist populism in contemporary politics
is fueled by right-wing and nationalist movements.13

Establishing whether and how ideology shapes legitimacy beliefs toward IOs is of
critical importance. Popular legitimacy is a key resource for IOs, affecting whether
they can stay relevant as political arenas, acquire necessary operational capacities,
gain support for new policies, and command compliance with international rules.14

When national governments make decisions on IOs’ powers and policies, the

2. Bexell, Jönsson, and Uhlin 2022; Dellmuth and Schlipphak 2020; Dellmuth et al. 2022; Hurd 2019;
Sommerer et al. 2022; Steffek 2023; Tallberg, Bäckstrand, and Scholte 2018; Zürn 2018.

3. Tallberg and Zürn 2019, 587.
4. Dellmuth 2018; Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015; Ecker-Ehrhardt 2016; Schlipphak 2015.
5. Anderson, Bernauer, and Kachi 2019; Bernauer, Mohrenberg, and Koubi 2020; Dellmuth, Scholte,

and Tallberg 2019.
6. Brutger and Clark 2023; Dellmuth and Tallberg 2021, 202; Ecker-Ehrhardt 2023; Ghassim 2022;

Spilker, Nguyen, and Bernauer 2020.
7. Erikson and Tedin 2015, 64.
8. Bearce and Jolliff Scott 2019; Dellmuth et al. 2022; Torgler 2008; Weßels and Strijbis 2019.
9. Dellmuth et al. 2022, 159.
10. Jacoby 2006; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991.
11. Brutger and Clark 2023; Milner and Tingley 2013; von Borzyskowski and Vabulas 2024.
12. de Wilde et al. 2019; Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019.
13. Copelovitch and Pevehouse 2019; Inglehart and Norris 2017; Steffek 2023.
14. Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Franck 1990; Sommerer et al. 2022; Tallberg and Zürn 2019.
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foundational support for these organizations in domestic populations matters, espe-
cially in light of the growing politicization of international cooperation.15

In this article we resolve the puzzle by providing a new understanding of how
political ideology matters for legitimacy beliefs toward IOs. We argue that citizens’
ideological orientations and legitimacy beliefs are linked in more complex ways than
previous research has considered. Instead of expecting an unconditional and uniform
association between ideological orientations and legitimacy beliefs, we establish that
this relationship is moderated by a critical, overlooked factor: perceptions of the
ideological profile of IOs. How citizens are located on certain ideological dimensions
is insufficient to predict their attitudes toward IOs; what is also required is an appre-
ciation of how they perceive the ideological profiles of IOs. We develop this new
understanding by way of two contributions.
First, we advance a novel theoretical argument about the moderating impact of

IOs’ perceived ideological profiles. Although IOs are commonly presented in inter-
national relations (IR) theory as political institutions performing non-ideological
functions, we ground our argument in the assumption that citizens perceive IOs as
having certain ideological profiles. IOs often pursue policy goals that have an
ideological dimension, impact people in society differently, and become politicized
in domestic politics, making it likely that citizens associate these organizations
with particular ideological profiles. Based on this assumption, we theorize how
perceptions of the ideological profiles of IOs shape the relationship between citizens’
own ideological orientations and their legitimacy beliefs toward IOs. Specifically,
we develop the expectation that citizens accord IOs greater legitimacy when they
perceive these organizations as ideologically more congruent with their own
orientations.
Second, we test this expectation empirically by combining observational and

experimental analyses based on new survey data.16 The observational analysis eval-
uates our argument by relying on measures of citizens’ perceptions of the ideological
profiles of four real-world IOs active in different issue areas, which might invoke
varying ideological assumptions: the IMF, World Bank, WHO, and UN. The experi-
mental analysis offers a complementary causal assessment by examining the effect of
treatments that vary the ideological profiles of hypothetical IOs. For both analyses,
we use original survey data from nationally representative samples in Brazil,
Germany, Indonesia, and the United States. We select these four countries on the
basis of an analysis of World Values Survey (WVS) data, which show inconsistent
relationships between citizens’ ideological orientations and legitimacy beliefs in
these countries at the aggregate level. If our analyses reveal that these varying aggre-
gate patterns are underpinned by the very same dynamic at the individual level, then

15. De Vries, Hobolt, and Walter 2021; Hooghe and Marks 2009; Zürn, Binder, and Ecker-Ehrhardt
2012.
16. The survey was preregistered (EGAP registration ID 20221005AA, <https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.

IO/5E7JD>) and approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Social Sciences at University
Duisburg-Essen in September 2022.
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we can suggest a generic way in which political ideology matters for IO legitimacy
beliefs.
Our key findings are twofold. First, respondents indeed tend to perceive existing

IOs as having particular ideological profiles. On average, they rate some IOs as
more left leaning and GAL and other IOs as more right leaning and TAN, with strik-
ing consistency. The exception is respondents in Indonesia, who, on average, do not
appear to differentiate between the assessed IOs on the left–right dimension. This
overall pattern supports our assumption that citizens associate IOs with certain ideo-
logical profiles.
Second, as expected, respondents’ perceptions of an IO’s ideological profile shape

the relationship between their own ideological orientations and their IO legitimacy
beliefs. The observational analysis shows that the perceived ideological profiles of
real-world IOs moderate the association between respondents’ ideological orienta-
tions and legitimacy beliefs. This finding is consistent across all four IOs and both
ideological dimensions. In addition, the experimental analysis yields strong evidence
of a causal effect of the ideological profiles of hypothetical IOs on the relationship
between ideological orientations and legitimacy beliefs when respondents are
treated with information about right- or TAN-leaning IOs. It provides partial evidence
of such an effect when respondents are treated with information about left- or GAL-
leaning IOs. We attribute this heterogeneity in experimental findings to respondents’
cognitive priors about the ideological profiles of hypothetical IOs.
Our findings have several broader implications for research. First, they contribute

to scholarship on the sources of legitimacy in global governance by unraveling the
puzzle of how political ideology matters for legitimacy beliefs toward IOs. Second,
they speak to the literature on political ideology by demonstrating how ideology
matters more broadly in world politics than previously understood. Third, they
suggest that influential scholarship in IR has underestimated the extent to which
IOs are perceived in ideological terms, calling for further research into the construc-
tion of such ideological perceptions. Fourth, they engage the large literature on con-
testation in global governance, suggesting that ideology is a powerful driver of
whether citizens endorse or reject IOs.

Puzzle: Ideological Orientations and IO Legitimacy Beliefs

The expectation that ideological orientations influence people’s beliefs regarding the
legitimacy of IOs builds on a rich literature in comparative politics and IR that high-
lights the role of political ideology in attitude formation. Ideologies are shared sets of
“beliefs about the proper order of society and how it can be achieved.”17 The distinc-
tion between the political “left” and “right” is a central ideological dimension. The
“left-wing” end of this dimension is typically associated with support for a more

17. Erikson and Tedin 2015, 64; see also Jost, Federico, and Napier 2013.
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egalitarian distribution of income and greater government intervention in the
economy, whereas the “right-wing” end is usually associated with the belief that
inequality is a natural condition and with support for a more laissez-faire approach
to politics.18 The ordering of people’s ideological orientations along the left–right
dimension has been related to deep-seated societal cleavages,19 to the dominant
role of socialist and conservative parties in many party systems,20 and to individual
attitudes toward welfare and government spending.21

Recent years have seen growing scholarly attention to another ideological dimen-
sion, which distinguishes between GAL and TAN orientations.22 This dimension
tends to be orthogonal to the left–right dimension, theoretically as well as empiric-
ally.23 The GAL–TAN dimension captures attitudes on a range of social, cultural,
and environmental issues that fit poorly on the left–right dimension but that have
become more visible in contemporary politics, such as immigration, gender equality,
ecological concerns, and national sovereignty. Other efforts to capture this ideo-
logical space beyond left versus right distinguish between materialist and postmateri-
alist values and between libertarian and authoritarian orientations.24 Studies show
that growing contestation along the GAL–TAN dimension has contributed to a
restructuring of national party systems, as manifested in the rising importance of
green parties and new nationalist parties.25

A growing body of research in IR suggests that these ideological dimensions struc-
ture attitudes toward international politics as well. People on the left tend to be more
positively disposed toward globalization,26 international cooperation,27 and foreign
trade than people on the right.28 These findings are consistent with ideas sometimes
referred to as “left internationalism.”29 The weight of the left–right dimension in
international issues appears to be particularly strong in the US, where numerous
studies of public opinion on US foreign policy and multilateralism find significant
differences between Democrats and Republicans.30 The evidence in Europe is
more mixed.31 Similarly, the GAL–TAN dimension has been found to shape attitudes
toward international issues, especially when they concern policies on immigration,

18. Bobbio 1996.
19. Lipset and Rokkan 1967.
20. Mair 2007.
21. Feldman and Steenbergen 2001; Jacoby 2006.
22. Dellmuth et al. 2022; Hooghe and Marks 2018; Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002; Kriesi et al. 2008.
23. While the two dimensions are theoretically distinct, the degree of empirical distinctiveness can vary

across country contexts. See, for instance, note 81.
24. Inglehart 1990; Kitschelt 1995.
25. Dassonneville, Hooghe, and Marks 2024; Hooghe and Marks 2018; Norris and Inglehart 2019.
26. Noel and Thrien 1995.
27. Holsti and Rosenau 1990; Milner and Tingley 2013; von Borzyskowski and Vabulas 2024.
28. Brutger and Li 2022; Mutz 2021.
29. Dogliani 2016; Hardt and Negri 2000; Sluga 2013; Walzer 2018.
30. Brutger and Clark 2023; Brutger and Li 2022; Busby, Monten, and Inboden 2012; Casler and Groves

2023; Friedhoff 2021; Milner and Tingley 2013, 2015; von Borzyskowski and Vabulas 2024.
31. Marks and Steenbergen 2004; Van Elsas and Van Der Brug 2015.
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environment, and trade.32 In the European context, this dimension appears to have
grown in importance as regional integration has deepened, invoking issues related
to state sovereignty.33

Inspired by this literature, research on legitimacy in global governance has recently
turned to political ideology as a promising explanation. The core expectation is that
citizens’ ideological orientations shape their beliefs in the legitimacy of IOs.34 Such
an explanation would be consistent with earlier research on the role of political ideol-
ogy in attitude formation, but also with observations that the legitimacy of IOs
appears to be increasingly contested along ideological lines.35 It would show that
legitimacy beliefs toward IOs are ultimately ideological and not only, or even primar-
ily, driven by other individual, institutional, and communicative factors.36

Scholarship on legitimacy is distinct from more general research on public opinion
in focusing specifically on the extent to which citizens extend foundational support to
an IO, often captured through measures such as confidence or trust.37 It builds on a
sociological conceptualization of legitimacy as beliefs or perceptions that a political
institution exercises its authority appropriately.38

However, the well-founded expectation that people’s legitimacy beliefs toward IOs
would be related to their ideological orientations has found surprisingly limited empir-
ical support. The evidence tends to be weak and contradictory across studies. Edwards
analyzes attitudes in twenty-four developing countries and finds that left-leaning people
are more critical of the IMF, the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization
(WTO) than right-leaning people.39 Similarly, Lee and Prather show in a survey-experi-
mental study that left-leaning citizens in Australia and the US are less likely to support
international law enforcement.40 By contrast, Weßels and Strijbis find that left-leaning
citizens are more supportive of IO authority when examining attitudes toward the UN
in five countries (Germany, Mexico, Poland, Turkey, and the US).41 Bearce and Jolliff
Scott analyze attitudes toward IOs in thirty-two countries and find that voters of center
and left-wing parties support IOs more than those of right-wing parties.42

Other studies report no or inconsistent relationships. For instance, Torgler analyzes
a broad sample of thirty-eight countries and does not find any evidence that left–right
orientations matter for attitudes toward the UN.43 Anderson, Bernauer, and Kachi

32. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2006; Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019; Weßels and Strijbis 2019.
33. de Vreese and Boomgaarden 2005.
34. Dellmuth and Tallberg 2021; Dellmuth et al. 2022; Ecker-Ehrhardt 2016; Schlipphak 2015; Verhaegen,

Scholte, and Tallberg 2021.
35. Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019.
36. See notes 4–6.
37. Tallberg, Bäckstrand, and Scholte 2018; Tallberg and Zürn 2019. For a discussion of alternative con-

ceptualizations and operationalizations of legitimacy beliefs, see Dellmuth et al. 2022, 26–28.
38. Buchanan and Keohane 2006; Weber 1978.
39. Edwards 2009.
40. Lee and Prather 2020.
41. Weßels and Strijbis 2019.
42. Bearce and Jolliff Scott 2019.
43. Torgler 2008.
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find that legitimacy beliefs toward global climate governance are related to left–right
ideology in the US but not in Germany.44 Wratil and Wäckerle do not find left–right
orientations to consistently moderate cueing effects on legitimacy beliefs toward the
EU in five member states (France, Germany, Italy, Poland, and Spain).45

The most comprehensive assessment so far was undertaken by Dellmuth, Scholte,
Tallberg, and Verhaegen, who examine whether legitimacy beliefs toward six major
IOs (International Criminal Court (ICC), IMF, UN, World Bank, WHO, and WTO)
are systematically related to left–right and GAL–TAN orientations.46 A pooled an-
alysis of data from the seventh wave of the WVS (WVS7) in Brazil, Germany, the
Philippines, Russia, and the US suggests that political ideology matters. However,
country analyses show that these findings are driven exclusively by the US, where
more left-leaning and GAL-oriented respondents have greater confidence in these
IOs than right-leaning and TAN-oriented respondents. No association is found in
the other four countries. The authors conclude: “For all the talk that value shifts in
mass publics would drive a backlash against IOs, our study finds the values-based
explanation to matter the least.”47

To further substantiate this puzzle, we examine WVS7 data from all thirty-eight
countries for which data are available on the determinants of citizens’ legitimacy
beliefs toward six prominent IOs—the ICC, IMF, UN, World Bank, WHO, and
WTO.48 To operationalize legitimacy beliefs, we use the responses to a question
about IO confidence, as discussed in the research design section. Respondents were
asked to indicate their confidence in each of these six IOs on a four-point scale from
none at all (coded 0), through not very much (1) and quite a lot (2), to a great deal
(3). We use these items to create an index by summing up the scores for all six IOs
and dividing by six to get the mean score. We then estimate the association between
ideological orientation and IO confidence in a multilevel random-coefficient model,
which allows us to examine how this association might differ across countries (see
Appendix A, in the online supplement, for details on model specification).49

Figures 1 and 2 summarize the results from this regression analysis (see also Tables
A1 and A2 in the online supplement). Each figure shows the relationship for all thirty-
eight countries pooled (left) and for a selection of four countries—Brazil, Germany,
Indonesia, and the US—which illustrate the diversity of relationships at the country
level and subsequently are chosen as our focal countries for the observational and
experimental analyses (right). Figure 1 indicates a positive but insignificant associ-
ation between left–right orientation and IO confidence when pooling all countries.
Further analyses indicate that this relationship varies extensively across country
samples: left-leaning citizens tend to have more confidence in IOs than right-

44. Anderson, Bernauer, and Kachi 2019.
45. Wratil and Wäckerle 2023.
46. Dellmuth et al. 2022, 134–60.
47. Ibid., 159.
48. For a full list of countries covered in the analysis, see Appendix A in the online supplement.
49. Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 2012.
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leaning citizens in some countries (such as Japan, Turkey, and the US), while the rela-
tionship is the reverse in other countries (such as Chile, Indonesia, and Ukraine), and
entirely absent in a third set of countries (such as Brazil, Germany, and Russia).

A similar picture arises in relation to GAL–TAN (Figure 2). Whereas a GAL–TAN
orientation is associated with IO confidence in the pooled analysis, the nature of this
relationship, too, varies across countries. While GAL-oriented citizens tend to have
more confidence in IOs than TAN-oriented citizens in some countries (such as
Japan, Indonesia, and the US), we see no relationship in most other countries
(such as Brazil, Germany, and South Korea).
In sum: contrary to common expectations, previous studies as well as our own an-

alysis provide only weak and inconsistent evidence of a general relationship between

Notes: Lines represent the total (fixed and random) effect of left–right self-placement on confidence in IOs (index).
The left-hand panel shows the averaged effect, and the right-hand panels depict the country-specific effects for our
focal countries. Estimates from random-coefficient models using WVS7 data for 38 countries (see supplemental
Tables A1 and A2 for detailed results). Gray areas indicate 95 percent confidence intervals.

FIGURE 1. Association between left–right orientation and IO confidence

Notes: Lines represent the total (fixed and random) effect of GAL–TAN (index) on confidence in IOs (index). The
left-hand panel shows the averaged effect, and the right-hand panels depict the country-specific effects for our focal
countries. Estimates from random-coefficient models using WVS7 data for 38 countries (see supplemental Tables 
A1 and A2 for detailed results). Gray areas indicate 95 percent confidence intervals.

FIGURE 2. Association between GAL–TAN orientation and IO confidence
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citizens’ ideological orientations and their legitimacy beliefs toward IOs. Next, we
develop an argument that seeks to resolve this puzzle by privileging a hitherto over-
looked factor: perceptions of the specific ideological profiles of IOs.

Argument: The Moderating Impact of IOs’ Ideological Profiles

Our argument introduces the ideological profile of IOs as a critical factor shaping the
relationship between citizens’ own ideological orientations and their legitimacy
beliefs toward IOs. When citizens perceive an IO as ideologically more congruent
with their own orientations, they tend to regard it as more legitimate. This expectation
rests on the assumption that citizens perceive IOs as having particular ideological pro-
files. This assumption sets our argument apart from previous research, leading to new
expectations about how political ideology matters for IO legitimacy beliefs. In the fol-
lowing, we outline the logic of this argument and derive testable hypotheses.
In IR theory, IOs are oftentimes presented as apolitical institutions that perform

non-ideological functions, such as coordinating expectations, lowering transaction
costs, and monitoring noncompliance.50 When states create and empower IOs, it is
to help solve problems impeding cooperation, such as commitment problems, distri-
butional problems, and enforcement problems. While IOs make decisions with dis-
tinct political implications in the execution of these functions, IOs themselves do
not represent any particular ideological position. Much like legislatures at the domes-
tic level, IOs are neutral arenas for resolving conflict between actors with competing
interests.51 From this perspective, there is nothing inherently ideological about IOs.
Our assumption moves away from this conception of IOs. We regard it as more

plausible that citizens see IOs as ideological by nature rather than as apolitical.
This perspective on IOs as ideological constructs has previously featured most prom-
inently in constructivist,52 critical,53 and postcolonial scholarship,54 but recently also
made inroads into rationalist research with a focus on states’ ideological struggles.55

To start with, IOs have often been intended to advance certain policy goals rather
than others: free trade (WTO), human rights (UN), poverty alleviation (World Bank),
labor protection (International Labor Organization), democracy promotion
(Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe), macroeconomic stability
(IMF), and so on. These policy goals are usually hardwired into IOs through
formal treaties and informal understandings, making them part of the organizational
DNA. Because of the way IOs actively protect and promote certain political ideals,

50. Hawkins et al. 2006; Keohane 1984; Koremenos, Lipson, and Snidal 2001; Martin and Simmons
2012.
51. Dreher and Lang 2019; Moravcsik 1998; Rittberger et al. 2019.
52. Barnett and Finnemore 2004.
53. Cammack 2022.
54. Mutua 2001.
55. Voeten 2021.
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they have been described as “norm teachers”56 and “moral authorities”57 vis-à-vis
states and societies.
Some observers describe the policy goals of IOs as generally associated with

liberal political values, leading them to characterize the global governance system
established by Western countries after World War II as a “liberal international
order.”58 Other observers speak of how IOs such as the UN typically advance a
form of “welfare internationalism,” characterized by strong leftist ambitions to
“accommodate the poor and disempowered.”59 Yet others take an in-between pos-
ition, describing the postwar order as an ideological compromise between free-
market ideals and state interventionism.60 Developments in recent years have also
led observers to characterize some IOs, such as the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization, as authoritarian in ideological profile because of the nonliberal goals
they promote.61

The political nature of the policy goals promoted by IOs invites citizens to associ-
ate IOs with particular ideological positions, even if IOs often seek to present them-
selves as apolitical.62 Promoting free trade, defending labor rights, ensuring
macroeconomic stability, and combatting poverty may not be regarded by citizens
as neutral goals as much as efforts to further certain political ideals rather than
others. Often, the goals of IOs link to dimensions of ideological contestation in pol-
itics, such as left versus right. For instance, free trade and deregulation are conven-
tionally associated with market liberalism, while redistribution and social rights are
usually associated with socialism or social democracy.
However, the exact ways in which citizens construct the ideological profiles of IOs

are bound to vary. An IO’s ideological position is ultimately in the eye of the
beholder. It is not uncommon that the very same IO is criticized from competing pol-
itical angles. Consider the EU, which oftentimes is debated on left–right lines of
market intervention versus market liberalization.63 Many left-wing critics portray
European integration as a right-wing project to undermine social welfare provisions,
while many right-wing critics regard the EU as a left-wing project for supranational
market regulation. On other occasions, however, left-wing supporters see the EU as a
way to tame global capitalism, while right-wing supporters see the EU as a way to
liberalize markets that they regard as overly regulated at the national level.
Similar dynamics are at play in relation to global organizations. While the UN is

often seen as a guardian of human rights, the organization has also been accused
of violating those very same rights in its peace-building missions.64 While many

56. Finnemore 1993.
57. Barnett and Finnemore 2004.
58. Ikenberry 2010; Lake, Martin, and Risse 2021.
59. Holthaus and Steffek 2020, 203.
60. Ruggie 1982.
61. Obydenkova and Libman 2019, 230–32.
62. Louis and Maertens 2021.
63. Moravcsik 1998; Scharpf 1999.
64. Westendorf and Searle 2017.
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have praised the efforts of NATO to protect liberal democracy, critics have also con-
demned the organization for neo-imperialist interventionism.65 While the World
Bank is appreciated by many for promoting development in the Global South, it is
also regarded by others as a neoliberal organization, representing a “Washington con-
sensus” that has aggravated inequalities within and between societies.66

Why individual citizens perceive IOs as having certain ideological profiles is
an intriguing question that requires further research. Since our focus here is on the
implications of such perceptions for legitimacy beliefs, we restrict ourselves to
noting a variety of factors that may be at play next to the policy goals of these organ-
izations. Citizens may interpret the ideological profiles of IOs differently depending
on their own political leanings. Or they may form different perceptions of IOs
because of varying exposure to the policies of these organizations.67 Finally, how citi-
zens perceive IOs ideologically may be shaped by how these organizations are poli-
ticized domestically, among political parties and social movements.68

The assumption that citizens perceive IOs as having certain ideological profiles
leads to novel expectations about how ideology matters for legitimacy beliefs. It sug-
gests that citizens form attitudes toward IOs by jointly considering their own ideo-
logical orientations and their perceptions of the ideological profiles of IOs. The
more they perceive the ideological profile of an IO as congruent with their own ideo-
logical orientation, the more likely they are to regard this organization as legitimate.
The perceived ideological orientation of an IO thus functions as a moderating factor
that conditions the relationship between citizens’ ideological orientations and legitim-
acy beliefs toward IOs.
This expectation extends theorizing on the role of ideology in politics, but also

develops intuitions present in prior research on sources of legitimacy. Scott, for
instance, speaks of how the legitimacy of an institution may derive primarily from
“societal evaluations of organizational goals.”69 Focusing specifically on IOs,
Nielson, Hyde, and Kelley write that “actors may assess organizations not merely
on how they operate and whether they accomplish their goals, but on what the
goals themselves are and whether these are normatively desirable.”70 Similarly,
Dellmuth and Tallberg suggest that people’s legitimacy beliefs toward IOs may be
influenced by the social purposes of these organizations.71 Research in American
politics also offers support for this intuition, indicating that citizens’ trust in the
US Supreme Court depends on the degree to which its rulings match their principled
beliefs.72

65. Kuperman 2013.
66. Weaver 2008.
67. Chapman and Chaudoin 2020.
68. De Vries, Hobolt, and Walter 2021; Zürn, Binder, and Ecker-Ehrhardt 2012.
69. Scott 1991, 169.
70. Nielson, Hyde, and Kelley 2019, 692.
71. Dellmuth and Tallberg 2023, 134–60.
72. Malhotra and Jessee 2014.
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We formulate two hypotheses based on this expectation—one for each of the two
key dimensions of ideological contention. Research has found varying support for
left–right and GAL–TAN as ideological dimensions structuring the international atti-
tudes of citizens.73 Similarly, our empirical illustration in the previous section sug-
gests that left–right and GAL–TAN are varyingly related to legitimacy beliefs
toward IOs in different countries. Providing two hypotheses, therefore, allows a
more nuanced and precise assessment of our core claim.

H1: The more citizens perceive an IO as ideologically congruent with their own ideo-
logical orientation on the left–right dimension, the more they regard this IO as
legitimate.

H2: The more citizens perceive an IO as ideologically congruent with their own ideo-
logical orientation on the GAL–TAN dimension, the more they regard this IO as
legitimate.

Research Design

To test the hypotheses, we collected cross-national survey data, which we analyze by
combining observational and experimental methods. These two methods are used in a
complementary fashion. The observational analysis evaluates the expectations based
on citizen perceptions of the ideological profiles of real-world IOs, and the experi-
mental analysis offers a causal assessment of the same relationship in the context
of hypothetical IOs. In this section, we describe the design of the overall survey
and discuss the operationalization of the hypotheses in the observational and experi-
mental parts.

Survey Design

We chose to conduct the survey in multiple countries since we know from earlier
studies and our own analysis that the association between ideological orientations
and IO legitimacy beliefs varies greatly across contexts. We selected four countries
that display considerable variation in the nature of this association at the aggregate
country level, as we saw in Figures 1 and 2: Brazil, Germany, Indonesia, and the
US (Table 1). With this selection, we aim to draw generalizable conclusions about
the importance of ideological congruence for IO legitimacy beliefs. If our analyses
indicate that these varying patterns at the country level are underpinned by the
same dynamic at the individual level, then we will have likely discovered a
generic way in which political ideology matters for IO legitimacy beliefs.

73. Dellmuth et al. 2022; Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019; Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002.
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This selection has three additional advantages. First, these countries are prominent
actors in IOs, which means that our findings on drivers of legitimacy beliefs in these
IOs may carry particular importance for global governance. Second, all four are
liberal or electoral democracies,74 which reduces the risk that legitimacy might be
interpreted differently across countries.75 Third, all four have high levels of
Internet penetration, which strengthens our confidence in the external validity of
the survey data.76

The survey was fielded online by Bilendi and Respondi between mid-October and
mid-December 2022. Bilendi and Respondi used targeted quota sampling for age and
gender, where quotas matched the age–sex distributions in each country (see Tables
B3a–B5b in the online supplement for a discussion of the integrity of the sample).
The final sample sizes are 3,246 for Brazil, 3,221 for Germany, 3,070 for
Indonesia, and 3,284 for the US.77

The questionnaire began with a range of questions on respondents’ political inter-
ests and ideological orientations on both the left–right and GAL–TAN dimensions. It
then presented the experiment in the form of vignettes about hypothetical IOs, each
followed by a question capturing the main outcome of interest—IO legitimacy
beliefs—and a manipulation check. Finally, it asked about people’s age, gender, par-
tisanship, and perceptions of the ideological profiles of various existing IOs. We
assessed respondents’ level of attention when filling out the survey questions by
means of an instructional manipulation check.78

In both the observational and experimental studies, we operationalized legitimacy
beliefs through a question about the respondent’s confidence in a specific IO, on a
scale from 0 (no confidence) to 10 (complete confidence). The confidence measure

TABLE 1. Country selection

Association of ideological
orientations and IO legitimacy

Left–Right

GAL–TAN Positive None Negative

Negative Indonesia – US

None – Brazil, Germany –

Note: Entries reflect associations as discussed earlier (see Figures 1 and 2).

74. The V-Dem Project categorizes Germany and the US as liberal democracies, and Brazil and
Indonesia as electoral democracies. Papada et al. 2023.
75. Jamal and Nooruddin 2010.
76. Internet penetration is over 90 percent in Germany and the US, over 80 percent in Brazil, and over 60

percent in Indonesia. World Bank 2022.
77. Bilendi and Respondi provide opt-in access panels and use an e-points system to gratify respondents.

In 2022, fielding took place 19 to 29 October in the US, 30 November to 13 December in Germany, 2–15
December in Indonesia, and 7–17 December in Brazil.
78. Oppenheimer, Meyvis, and Davidenko 2009.
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has two main advantages. It aligns well with our understanding of legitimacy as the
belief that an IO exercises its authority appropriately; and it allows us to evaluate
our findings in the context of other studies that have used the confidence indicator.79

Other measures are described in the next two subsections (see Appendix C for more
details).

Observational Design

The observational part has two purposes. The first is to examine the extent to which
people perceive IOs as having distinct ideological profiles on the left–right and
GAL–TAN dimensions—a key assumption in our argument. The second is to test
our hypotheses by investigating their main observational implications, namely, that
respondents’ perceptions of the ideological profiles of IOs moderate the association
between their own ideological orientations and their confidence in IOs.
H1 predicts that more right-leaning respondents havemore confidence in an IO, the

more they perceive this organization as having a right-leaning ideological profile, and
less confidence, the more they perceive it as having a left-leaning profile. Conversely,
more left-leaning respondents should have less confidence in an IO, the more they
perceive this organization as having a right-leaning ideological profile, andmore con-
fidence, the more they perceive it as having a left-leaning profile. H2 generates
equivalent observable implications for TAN- or GAL-leaning respondents in relation
to confidence in IOs with TAN- or GAL-leaning ideological profiles. In the empirical
analysis, we investigate these observable implications by examining the marginal
effects of respondents’ ideological orientations on IO confidence with different indi-
vidual perceptions of the ideological profiles of IOs.
To measure respondents’ ideological orientations, we rely on the responses to two

survey questions. One asked for a self-placement on a quasi-continuous LEFT–RIGHT

ORIENTATION scale from 0 (left) to 10 (right). The other asked for self-placement on
a GAL–TAN ORIENTATION scale.80 This latter scale warrants more attention, given that
there is, to date, no scholarly consensus on the measurement of GAL–TAN ideology
among citizens. For our measure of GAL–TAN orientation, we include three key fea-
tures of such attitudes according to the literature: environmental protection, migra-
tion, and cultural change.81 The survey asked respondents to place their views on
an eleven-point scale with endpoints labeled “environmental protection, free and
safe migration, and freedom to choose gender identity, sexuality, and family

79. Brehm and Rahn 1997; Bühlmann and Kunz 2011; Caldeira 1986; Dellmuth and Tallberg 2015;
Dellmuth et al. 2022; Inglehart and Welzel 2005; Johnson 2011; Kaya and Walker 2014; Norris 2000;
Torgler 2008.
80. Respondents’ self-placements on these two ideological dimensions are moderately correlated, indi-

cating that they are related yet empirically distinct: 0.38 (p < .001) for the pooled data set (Brazil 0.37,
p < .001; Germany 0.44, p < .001; Indonesia 0.15, p < .001, US 0.48, p < .001).
81. Bakker et al. 2015; Dassonneville, Hooghe, and Marks 2024; Dellmuth et al. 2022; Hooghe and

Marks 2009; Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019; Jackson and Jolly 2021; Weßels and Strijbis 2019.
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relationships should be political priorities” (for GAL) and “economic growth,
restricted migration, and protecting the traditional roles of women and men should
be political priorities” (for TAN).82

To measure perceptions of IOs’ ideological profiles, we used a question about
where respondents would place four existing IOs—the IMF, World Bank, WHO,
and UN—on the left–right and GAL–TAN dimensions. We selected these IOs as
they work in different issue areas, potentially invoking varying ideological associa-
tions among respondents. Moreover, this selection has the advantage of varying
the scope of IO mandates. The UN is a general-purpose organization, while the
other three IOs are task-specific. Compared to the task-specific IOs, the UN likely
deals with a broader range of political issues that citizens may perceive as relevant
on both the left–right and GAL–TAN dimensions. As we will report, however, the
findings from the observational analysis do not vary with the scope of IO mandates,
which underlines the generalizability of our argument.
All four of these IOs have substantial authority in their respective domains, which

makes it more likely that citizens have developed opinions on them.83 The questions
on perceptions of specific IO profiles (LEFT–RIGHT IO PROFILE, GAL–TAN IO PROFILE)
matched the formulation of items on respondents’ own ideological orientations
(supplemental Table B1).
We also consider a range of potentially confounding factors that research has

shown to matter for IO legitimacy beliefs: socioeconomic status (education and finan-
cial household satisfaction); geographical identification (with the country and the
world); domestic institutional trust (confidence in domestic government and political
satisfaction); demographics (age, gender); and general attitudes toward international
cooperation.84

Experimental Design

The experimental study complements the observational part by providing a causal
analysis of how IOs’ ideological profiles moderate the association between citizens’
ideological orientation and confidence in IOs. Instead of leveraging respondents’ per-
ceptions of existing IOs, as in the observational study, we used vignettes that system-
atically varied the ideological profiles of hypothetical IOs. While real-world
information about IOs could have increased the credibility of the vignettes,

82. Some research has included measures of nationalist attitudes in GAL–TAN measures, as the notion
of nationalism is often invoked when conceptualizing GAL–TAN (Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002).
However, this may lead to an overlap between the GAL–TANmeasure and measures of geographical iden-
tification, which are important factors explaining legitimacy beliefs (Dellmuth et al. 2022; Ecker-Ehrhardt
2016; Norris 2000) and included as potential confounding factors in our analysis. We have therefore
refrained from including nationalist attitudes in our GAL–TAN measure, according to the approach in
Dellmuth et al. 2022.
83. Unlike other items of the questionnaire, the questions on IO profiles could be easily skipped by the

respondents, to avoid the risk of capturing “non-attitudes.”
84. Dellmuth et al. 2022, 117–33.
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hypothetical cases enabled us to vary the relevant theoretical factors with greater pre-
cision and to test them without having respondents think about specific IOs.85

To improve generalizability, we conducted the experiment in four rounds, each
covering a different issue area: migration, trade, climate change, and peace-building.
The four experimental rounds were block-randomized to avoid priming effects.86

This means that each respondent participated in four experiments, one per issue
area, in randomized order. In each of the four rounds, respondents were also ran-
domly assigned to either a treatment group or the control group to ensure that esti-
mated treatment effects do not depend on potentially uncontrolled influences.87

Also, the random assignment of respondents to treatment groups and a control
group made it more likely that subjects received information about different ideo-
logical profiles (IO= LEFT, IO= RIGHT, IO= GAL, IO= TAN) across rounds, which
increased the chances of keeping respondents attentive and engaged. Balance tests
suggest that the randomization was successful (supplemental Table D1).
Table 2 provides an overview of the vignettes. Each vignette began with a brief

statement that introduced the respective issue area and mentioned a discussion
among governments about how to address it. The statement referred to an ongoing
discussion, signaling the topic’s relevance and increasing respondents’ interest in
the information.88 After reading about the problem and the potential new IO, respon-
dents were allocated to a control group or to one of four treatment groups: IO = LEFT,
IO= RIGHT, IO= GAL, and IO= TAN. The respondents in the four treatment groups
received systematically varied information about the ideological profile of this
organization, as expressed in its principal strategy for addressing the policy
problem in question; respondents in the control group received no such information.
All respondents were then asked to indicate how much confidence they would have in
the new IO if it were created.
A concern here could be that respondents’ sensitivity to treatments about the cre-

ation of new IOs would depend on their awareness of real-world IOs in the four issue
areas. While we cannot rule out this possibility, we note that all four issue areas are
populated by prominent IOs: the International Organization for Migration in migra-
tion, the UN in peace-building, the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) in climate, and the WTO in trade. We will return to
this issue when discussing the interpretation of the results across issue areas.
Our baseline expectation is that respondents in the treatment groups, after receiving

a vignette about a hypothetical IO that is more (or less) congruent with their own
ideological orientation, will indicate more (or less) confidence in that IO, compared
to respondents in the control group. We examine two observable implications, one for
each hypothesis. H1 predicts that as respondents lean more to the right (or left), their

85. Brutger et al. 2022; Carnegie, Kertzer, and Yarhi-Milo 2023; Dellmuth and Tallberg 2021; Ghassim,
Koenig-Archibugi, and Cabrera 2022.
86. Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk 2007; Transue, Lee, and Aldrich 2009.
87. Mutz 2011, 83–107.
88. Huddleston 2019.
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confidence in the new potential IO will increase when learning that it has a right-
leaning (or left-leaning) ideological profile, and decrease when discovering that it
has a left-leaning (or right-leaning) profile. H2 generates an equivalent observable
implication for TAN- and GAL-leaning respondents in relation to confidence in a
new IO with a TAN or GAL profile. In the empirical analysis, we investigate these
observable implications by examining the marginal effects of respondents’ ideo-
logical orientations on IO confidence. More specifically, we compare such effects
for respondents in each treatment group (IO= LEFT, IO= RIGHT, IO= GAL, IO= TAN) to
those in the control group.

TABLE 2. Vignettes

Issue area Introductory statement Treatment Wording of vignette

Migration Many people move to other countries to live
and work there. Governments around the
world are currently discussing how to
cooperate in the area of international
migration. One proposal is to set up a
new international organization addres-
sing this issue. The new organization
would …

IO = LEFT …promote government regulation protecting
migrants from being exploited by
employers.

IO = RIGHT … promote the freedom of businesses to
employ migrants.

IO = GAL …promote free and safe migration between
countries.

IO = TAN …promote stricter controls of migration
between countries.

Trade Many goods and services are traded
between countries. Governments around
the world are currently discussing how to
cooperate in the area of international
trade. One proposal is to set up a new
international organization addressing this
issue. The new organization would …

IO = LEFT …ensure that international trade promotes
social equality among people.

IO = RIGHT …ensure that international trade is not
restricted by government regulation.

IO = GAL …ensure that international trade does not
harm the environment.

IO = TAN …ensure that international trade respects
national cultural traditions.

Climate The global climate is warming on average.
Governments around the world are cur-
rently discussing how to cooperate in the
area of global climate. One proposal is to
set up a new international organization
addressing this issue. The new organiza-
tion would …

IO = LEFT …promote government regulation as the
main way of addressing climate change.

IO = RIGHT …promote business innovation as the main
way of addressing climate change.

IO = GAL …promote changes in people’s way of living
required to address climate change.

IO = TAN …ensure that climate change is addressed in
ways that safeguard countries’ sovereignty
and traditions.

Peace-
building

Many countries suffer from violent internal
conflicts. Governments around the world
are currently discussing how to cooperate
in the area of peace-building. One pro-
posal is to set up a new international
organization addressing this issue. The
new organization would …

IO = LEFT …promote peace and stability based on more
equal incomes, services for the poor, and
government ownership of business and
industry.

IO = RIGHT …promote peace and stability based on free
entrepreneurship, private business, and
more responsibility for individuals to
provide for themselves.

IO = GAL …promote peace and stability based on free
and equal rights for all, including women,
homosexuals, and ethnic minorities.

IO = TAN …promote peace and stability based on
traditional values and customs associated
with family, religion, and nation.
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We provide validity checks in which we change the reference group from the
control to the “opposing” treatment group, such that we compare the effects of the
IO= LEFT and IO= RIGHT treatments, and the IO= GAL and IO= TAN treatments. The an-
alysis will provide further support for H1 if the association between respondents’
degree of leaning right and IO confidence is more positive when the new IO has a
right-leaning profile than when it has a left-leaning profile—and equivalently for
H2 and the GAL–TAN dimension.
Ideological orientation was measured before treatment, and IO confidence after

treatment. In this way, the treatments did not prime respondents inappropriately to
adjust their answers to the questions on ideological orientation. At the same time, pre-
treatment questions can affect how an experimental stimulus works.89 However, in
our case, it was crucial for the success of both the observational and the experimental
analyses to measure unbiased ideological orientation, which led us to place these
measures first.

Empirical Results

We begin by presenting the results from the observational analysis and then turn to
the findings from the experimental analysis.

Observational Analysis

Our theoretical argument starts from the assumption that people perceive IOs as
having distinct ideological profiles. We find support for this assumption in
Figure 3, which shows how respondents locate the four existing IOs on the left–right
and GAL–TAN dimensions. The upper panel is based on pooled data from all four
focal countries. On average, respondents locate the UN and the WHO more on the
left and GAL sides of the respective ideological dimensions, while they perceive
the IMF and the World Bank as more right and TAN. This finding is underpinned
by a series of t-tests, which suggest that these differences in mean ratings are statis-
tically significant (supplemental Table C3a).90

The lower panels disaggregate these results by depicting country-specific means. The
results are fully robust across three country samples but deviate in Indonesia. On average,
respondents from Brazil, Germany, and the US perceive the UN and the WHO as more
left and GAL than the IMF and the World Bank, consistent with the pattern in the pooled
analysis (Tables C3b–d). Indonesian respondents, however, tend to differentiate less
between the four IOs on the left–right and GAL–TAN scales than respondents in the

89. Gaines, Kuklinski, and Quirk 2007; Mutz 2011, 83–107.
90. These perceptions of the ideological profiles of IOs are not simple derivatives of respondents’ own

ideological orientations. Bivariate correlations of ideological self-placement and perceived IO profiles are
quite low, ranging from 0.05 to 0.25 (Appendix Table C2).
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other three countries. On average, Indonesian respondents see the WHO as more GAL
and the IMF as more left than the other three IOs. The remaining mean ratings do not
differ significantly from each other (Table C3e).

Notes: Mean perceived location of IOs on scales ranging from 0 to 10, with 95 percent confidence intervals. 
Sample size ranges across panels and items (for pooled data, N ≥ 12,767; Brazil, 3,226; Germany, 3,201; 
Indonesia, 3,059; US,3,270).

FIGURE 3. Average perception of IOs’ ideological profiles, pooled sample (upper
panel) and country-specific samples (lower panels)
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Country-specific analyses yield additional interesting observations. Most notably,
Indonesian respondents tend to locate all four IOs as right and TAN, while US
respondents, on average, locate all four IOs as left and GAL. In contrast, respondents
from Brazil and Germany tend to locate these IOs further apart and on different sides
of these two ideological spectra. These patterns suggest that the perceived ideological
profiles of IOs vary systematically across countries, which points to these organiza-
tions being politicized and debated differently in domestic political arenas.
Next, we test the hypotheses by seeing whether the perceived ideological profile of

an IO moderates the association between respondents’ own ideological orientation and
confidence in that IO. For these purposes, we regress confidence in an IO on indicators
of individual ideological orientation, the perceived ideological profile of the IO, an
interaction term between the two, and control variables.91 The more respondents per-
ceive an IO as right or TAN, the more positive we would expect the marginal effect
of respondents’ ideological orientation as right or TAN on confidence in that IO to be.
The regression analysis supports our hypotheses. Figure 4 plots the marginal effect

of respondents’ ideological orientation on their confidence in a particular IO against
the perceived ideological profile of that IO. Each panel shows results from a separate
regression model (see supplemental Table C4 for detailed results). The effect
increases in size in the expected direction as the perceived IO profile varies, and
these results are consistent across all four IOs and both ideological dimensions.
Thus, we find clear observational evidence that ideological congruence explains
levels of confidence in existing IOs.92

Two further observations are in order. First, the effect of left–right orientation is
larger than the corresponding effect of GAL–TAN orientation (Figure 4). And this
difference is greater for the IMF and the World Bank. This pattern suggests that
citizens’ left–right orientation matters more than their GAL–TAN orientation for
confidence in IOs, especially economic organizations. But this might be due, at least
in part, to how we measured GAL–TAN attitudes. We exclude nationalist attitudes
to avoid overlap with geographical identification—an important alternative explanation
of IO legitimacy.93 To the extent that nationalist attitudes drive legitimacy beliefs
toward IOs, including such attitudes in our measure of GAL–TAN orientation would
likely have strengthened the effect of this ideological dimension.
Second, we do not find systematic differences between a general-purpose IO, such

as the UN, and task-specific IOs, such as the IMF, WHO, and World Bank (Figures 3
and 4). Thus, the scope of an IO’s mandate does not appear to matter for how it is

91. The main regression model is Yi = β0 + β1Xi + β2Zi + β3XZi + Vi + εi, where Yi refers to the confidence
of each respondent i, X to ideological orientation, Z to perceived IO profile, XZ to a product term, V to
vectors for individual-level controls, and ε to a regression residual.
92. Analyzing the adjusted R2 of regression models further substantiates these findings, as the inclusion

of the perceived ideological profiles of IOs increases the explained variation in IO confidence from 5
percent to 11 percent. Likelihood-ratio tests corroborate that the inclusion of IO profiles variables (and
interaction terms) is warranted (suplemental Table C5).
93. See note 83 and Dellmuth et al. 2022; Ecker-Ehrhardt 2016; Norris 2000.
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perceived in ideological terms or for how those perceptions shape respondents’ con-
fidence in the organization.

These findings are robust across different model specifications. Results remain
mostly unchanged when adding weights (supplemental Table C6), when including
only one ideological dimension at a time (Table C7), and when excluding those
respondents who failed the attention check (Table C8). Moreover, the results are
largely robust when replicating the models in Table C4 in country-specific regression
analyses (Tables/Figures C9–12). In Brazil, Germany, and the US, estimates for all
interaction effects are statistically significant and in the expected direction. By con-
trast, in Indonesia, we find the expected results only with regard to the UN. We rerun
the analyses by pooling the data across IOs, and we see positive and significant inter-
action effects across all countries except Indonesia. In Indonesia, we find a weaker
interaction effect for left–right and no significant effect for GAL–TAN (Table/
Figure C13). Part of the explanation may be found in the context of Indonesian
domestic politics, where political parties tend not to be ordered on a left–right
scale as much as on a secular–Islamist scale.94 By implication, Indonesians might

Notes: With 95 percent confidence intervals. Each panel shows estimates from a separate OLS regression model 
with IO confidence as the dependent variable (supplemental Table C4).

FIGURE 4. Marginal effect of ideological orientation on IO confidence, plotted
against perceived IO profile

94. Afrimadona 2021; Fossati 2019.
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be less likely to categorize themselves or political institutions on a left–right—or a
GAL–TAN—scale than respondents in other countries.95

Experimental Analysis

The experiment assesses whether the ideological profiles of hypothetical IOs, as
described in vignettes, moderate the association between respondents’ ideological
orientations and confidence in these IOs. For these purposes, we regress IO
confidence on an interaction between ideological orientation and a treatment
dummy (1 = treated with a specific IO profile; 0 = control group). There are four treat-
ment dummies, one for each condition (IO= RIGHT, IO= LEFT, IO= TAN, and IO= GAL).
For each of the four issue areas covered by the experiment, we estimate one regression
model that includes interactions between respondents’ LEFT–RIGHT ORIENTATION and the
two treatment dummies for this first dimension (IO= LEFT and IO= RIGHT), and one regres-
sion model that includes interactions between respondents’ GAL–TAN ORIENTATION and the
treatment dummies for this second dimension (IO= GAL and IO= TAN). This amounts to
eight models in total, each testing one of our hypotheses per issue area. All models
include fixed effects for countries and a range of control variables to reduce potential
omitted variable bias arising from the inclusion of ideological orientation in the
interaction terms. The analysis is based on the responses from those respondents who
mastered the manipulation check for each round of the experiment.96 Because there
are no strong theoretical priors about country-specific differences in how IO ideological
profiles matter, we pool the data across countries and discuss country-specific analyses in
the robustness checks.97

Our expectation is that the marginal effects of ideological orientation on IO
confidence are statistically different among respondents in the groups treated with
IO ideological profiles versus respondents in the control group, who did not
receive any information about the ideological profile of the hypothetical IO.
Figure 5 presents the main results from the regression analyses (see supplemental

95. We also considered the possibility that the results for Indonesia are due to Indonesian respondents’
being less knowledgeable or certain about IOs than respondents in other countries. To check, we looked
into the use of the “don’t know” option by Indonesian respondents in the question about confidence in
IOs in several waves of the WVS. While this option is by no means a perfect indicator for political know-
ledge, it contains some information (Dellmuth et al. 2022, 39–42; Luskin and Bullock 2011). Our analyses
yielded two results. First, fewer Indonesians used the “don’t know” option in the question about confidence
in the four focal IOs compared to the full sample of respondents in WVS7 (Table C14). Second, going
further back in time, Indonesian respondents also made less use of the “don’t know” option when asked
about their confidence in the UN than respondents in the full samples of countries in earlier WVS
waves (Table C15). Taken together, these results suggest that our findings for Indonesia are not the
product of exceptionally weak knowledge of IOs among Indonesians.
96. For a similar approach, see Ghassim, Koenig-Archibugi, and Cabrera 2022; Schlipphak, Meiners,

and Kiratli 2022.
97. Pooling the results across issue areas could have been convenient, but analyzing them separately pro-

vides the strongest test, as the issue context might be an important scope condition for how IO ideological
profiles play out. For a similar approach, see Ghassim, Koenig-Archibugi, and Cabrera 2022; Guisinger
and Saunders 2017.

752 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

24
00

03
04

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 B

er
kl

ee
 C

ol
le

ge
 O

f M
us

ic
, o

n 
06

 F
eb

 2
02

5 
at

 1
0:

33
:1

3,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818324000304
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Table D2, and unconditional treatment effects in supplemental Figure D3).98 Each of
the eight panels in Figure 5 depicts the marginal effects of ideological orientation on
IO confidence for two contrasting treatment groups and the control group in a given
issue area. The evidence is in line with our expectations if the marginal effects of
ideological orientation for IO= RIGHT and IO= TAN are more positive than the marginal
effects in the control group and if the marginal effects of ideological orientation for IO
= LEFT and IO= GAL are more negative than the marginal effects in the control group.

The results, illustrated in Figure 5, provide mixed support for our expectations. We
begin by discussing the results for H1 on the left–right dimension. The four upper
panels of Figure 5 show that all four IO= RIGHT treatments had the expected moderat-
ing effect, but none of the four IO= LEFT treatments did. In all issue areas, the marginal
effect of LEFT–RIGHT ORIENTATION on IO confidence is significantly more positive
among respondents treated with the IO= RIGHT condition than among respondents in
the control group. Note that the moderating effect of IO= RIGHT is statistically signifi-
cant in the cases of migration and trade (Table D2), despite the overlap between the

Notes: With 95 percent confidence intervals, from OLS regression models as reported in supplemental Table D2.

FIGURE 5. Marginal effects of ideological orientation on IO confidence for each IO
ideological profile treatment

98. The main regression model is Yi = β0 + β1Xi + β2Zi + β3XZi + Vi + εi. Yi refers to confidence for each
respondent i, X to ideological orientation, Z to a treatment dummy (1 = treated), XZ to a product term, and V
to vectors for individual-level controls. ε refers to a regression residual.
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confidence intervals for the marginal effects in the respective CONTROL and IO= RIGHT

groups.
In essence, as respondents find out that the new organization leans right ideologic-

ally, their confidence in it grows the more they lean right and diminishes the more
they lean left. But the IO= LEFT treatments did not yield the expected moderating
effect. In none of the four issue areas is the marginal effect of LEFT–RIGHT

ORIENTATION on IO confidence significantly different among respondents treated
with the IO= LEFT condition compared to respondents in the control group. Put
simply, we do not find any evidence that the relationship between respondents’ ideo-
logical orientation and IO confidence is affected when learning that the new organ-
ization would have a left-leaning profile.
Turning to H2 on the GAL–TAN dimension, the four lower panels provide consist-

ent support for our expectations with respect to IO= TAN treatments and more varie-
gated support with regard to the IO= GAL treatments. In all four issue areas, the
marginal effect of ideological orientation on IO confidence is greater among respon-
dents treated with IO= TAN than among respondents in the control group. As respon-
dents learn that the new organization would have a TAN profile, their confidence in it
increases with stronger TAN leanings and decreases with stronger GAL leanings. For
the IO= GAL treatments, the results vary across issue areas: while we find the expected
moderation effect in the context of migration and peace, we observe no such moder-
ation effect in relation to trade and climate.
Taken together, these results provide experimental support for the expectation that

IOs’ ideological profiles moderate the relationship between individuals’ own ideo-
logical orientation and their confidence in IOs. Yet the results are not equally support-
ive across the two ideological dimensions and four issue areas, which motivates two
interpretations. Both point to the role of political priors in shaping the effects of
framed information on internationalist attitudes.99

First, while all treatments of IOs as right- or TAN-leaning had the expected effects,
treating them as left-leaning had no effects, and treating them as GAL-leaning had
mixed effects. This pattern suggests that respondents, when reading that a new IO
might be established, already assumed that this organization would have a left or
GAL profile, such that, in most cases, our IO= LEFT and IO= GAL treatments provided
only confirming information. This interpretation is supported by the results for the
control groups, which show a negative marginal effect of ideological orientation
on IO confidence in all eight models. Thus, even in the absence of information
about an IO’s ideological profile, respondents reported less confidence in it if they
were more right- or TAN-leaning, likely because they took it for granted that it
would have a profile incongruent with their own orientation.100

99. As do Dellmuth and Tallberg 2021; Guisinger and Saunders 2017; Spilker, Nguyen, and Bernauer
2020.
100. Our observational data further support this interpretation. First, the UN can plausibly be treated as a

prototypical IO, since it is active in most areas of global governance, including those we selected for our
experiments. If respondents have priors about IOs typically being left and GAL, then we would expect
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Second, the IO= GAL treatments had the expected moderating effect in the areas of
migration and peace but not in climate and trade. This pattern suggests that people
have stronger priors about IOs having GAL profiles in climate and trade, making
the IO= GAL treatments in these areas ineffective. By contrast, in migration and
peace, people appear to have weaker priors about IOs having GAL profiles,
making the IO= GAL treatments more effective. In these two areas, our IO = GAL treat-
ments seem to have trumped any prior assumptions about the IO and affected the rela-
tionship between respondents’ ideological orientation and confidence in the
organization.
An alternative interpretation could be that people are less responsive to treatments

about hypothetical IOs in issue areas where well-known real-world IOs already exist.
This interpretation would be in line with findings that cueing and framing effects tend
to be weaker when people already have well-developed opinions about issues and
organizations.101 Yet this interpretation does not appear to fit the pattern of findings
across issue areas: the UN’s global role in peace-building and migration is likely just
as well known as the WTO’s role in trade and the UNFCCC’s role in climate.102

We performed several robustness and validity checks. First, we added weights to
all models to account for deviations from the original sampling frame with regard to
age and gender. The findings are robust to the addition of weights (Table D5).
Second, we excluded the respective control variables for how respondents place

themselves on the alternative ideological dimension. The results effectively stay
the same (Table D6).
Third, we included all respondents—not only those who mastered the manipula-

tion check of the respective treatment, as in the main analysis. The results change
marginally but still support our main findings (Table D7).
Fourth, we ran country-specific models, which confirm our main conclusions but

also show interesting differences across countries (Tables D8–D11). Respondents are
most sensitive to the ideological profiles of IOs in Germany, slightly less sensitive in
Brazil and the US, and least sensitive in Indonesia. This pattern may reflect a greater
prominence of contestation along the left–right and GAL–TAN dimensions in
Germany than in Indonesia. This interpretation is corroborated by the manipulation
checks, which show that Indonesian respondents had greater problems correctly
recalling the treatments than German respondents (Figure D2), as well as our

those priors to extend to a prototypical IO such as the UN. As shown in the upper panel of Figure 3 (and
supplemental Table D3), respondents on average indeed perceive the UN as left and GAL. Second, and by
the same logic, we would expect respondents to locate the average real-world IO on the left and GAL sides
of the spectrum. To test this implication, we compute the average IO profile per respondent (by calculating
the mean value of ideological placement across our four selected IOs). A series of t-tests indicate that
respondents from Brazil, Germany, and the US tend to place the average IO on the left and GAL sides
of the spectrum, while respondents in Indonesia tend to place it on the right and TAN sides (supplemental
Table D4).
101. Dellmuth and Tallberg 2023; Guisinger and Saunders 2017; Spilker, Nguyen, and Bernauer 2020.
102. The absence of a clear fit is consistent with recent findings that variation in situational hypo-

theticality does not appear to change experimental results. Brutger et al. 2022.
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earlier observation that the left–right dimension serves a weaker structuring role in
Indonesian domestic politics than in the other countries.
Finally, to check the validity of our experimental evidence, we reran the regression

models by changing the reference group from the control group to the “opposing”
treatment group. This offers an additional test of our hypotheses. More concretely,
we estimated the difference in marginal effects between opposing treatment groups
(IO= RIGHT versus IO= LEFT, IO = TAN versus IO= GAL). This allowed us to test
whether the association between respondents’ degree of right-leaning and IO confi-
dence is more positive if the new organization has a right-leaning profile, compared
to when the new IO has a left-leaning profile (and equivalent for the GAL–TAN
dimension). We find consistent support for our expectations in three issue areas
(migration, climate, and peace-building) but not for trade (Table D12). These
results further underpin our argument.

Conclusion

Do citizens’ ideological orientations matter for their legitimacy beliefs toward IOs?
While the literature is rich in expectations on this topic, it is poor in consistent find-
ings. Despite widespread assumptions that political ideology structures people’s atti-
tudes toward international cooperation, studies of IO legitimacy beliefs have typically
found weak or contradictory relationships.
This article puts forward a new understanding of how political ideology affects

beliefs regarding the legitimacy of IOs. Instead of expecting an unconditional and
uniform relationship, we explain why and how ideology and legitimacy are linked
in more complex ways. We have advanced this understanding in two steps. First,
we have developed a theoretical argument about the importance of citizens’ percep-
tions of IOs as ideological objects, suggesting that citizens accord IOs greater legit-
imacy when they perceive them as ideologically closer to their own political
orientations. Second, we have examined this expectation empirically through obser-
vational and experimental analyses of new comparative survey evidence from four
diverse countries.
Our key findings are twofold. First, citizens indeed tend to perceive major IOs as

having particular ideological profiles, associating some IOs more with left and GAL
positions and other IOs more with right and TAN positions. Second, citizens’ legit-
imacy beliefs toward IOs are moderated by their perceptions of IOs’ ideological pro-
files. When they perceive an IO as ideologically more congruent with their own
political orientation, they tend to regard it as more legitimate.
While these findings are based on an ambitious multi-method and comparative

design, we should also note the study’s limitations and how future research might
address them. First, while we have focused on four prominent IOs and analyzed
data from four diverse countries, future research could assess the further generaliz-
ability of our findings by extending the study to other IOs and countries. Second,
while we have examined the consequences of citizens’ perceiving IOs as having
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different ideological profiles, future research could explore why people come to view
IOs in specific ideological terms.
For now, our findings carry four important implications. First, they demonstrate

that the sources of beliefs about the legitimacy of IOs are richer than previously
understood. While previous studies have found support for a variety of individual,
institutional, and communicative drivers of legitimacy beliefs, they have not been
able to identify a systematic association with political ideology.103 We find that pol-
itical ideology, after all, presents a key explanation of IO legitimacy beliefs, next to
other individual-level factors such as socioeconomic status,104 geographical identifi-
cation,105 and domestic institutional trust.106 This establishment of ideology’s contri-
bution to IO legitimacy matters, since popular legitimacy constitutes a critical
resource for IOs, shaping their standing and effectiveness in world politics.107

Second, we find that political ideology has greater explanatory reach than previ-
ously established. While extensive research in American and comparative politics
shows that ideology structures people’s attitudes toward issues and institutions,108

the evidence in IR has been more scattered and mainly drawn from the polarized
US context.109 Our findings indicate that political ideology matters more broadly
for attitudes toward international issues and institutions than earlier understood.
The causal importance of political ideology extends to legitimacy beliefs toward
IOs and also applies to a varied set of countries beyond the US, such as Brazil and
Germany, though Indonesia deviates from this picture. While the impact of political
ideology is more complex in the context of global governance than in the domestic
setting, these findings once again illustrate the commonalities and interactions
between domestic and global arenas.110

Third, our findings suggest that influential scholarship in IR has underestimated the
extent to which IOs are perceived in ideological terms. While constructivist, critical,
and postcolonial theorists have certainly underlined the ideological nature of IOs,111

influential mainstream scholarship tends to conceive of IOs as apolitical institutions
performing non-ideological functions, such as solving commitment and enforcement
problems.112 Much like domestic legislatures, IOs are regarded as neutral arenas for
resolving political conflicts, which do not by themselves represent certain ideological
positions. Our results indicate that this theoretical understanding of IOs poorly matches
how IOs are perceived by people in general, who readily assign ideological profiles to

103. Bearce and Jolliff Scott 2019; Dellmuth et al. 2022; Torgler 2008; Weßels and Strijbis 2019.
104. Scheve and Slaughter 2001.
105. Hooghe and Marks 2005.
106. Dellmuth and Tallberg 2020.
107. Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Franck 1990; Sommerer et al. 2022; Tallberg and Zürn 2019.
108. Jacoby 2006; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991.
109. Brutger and Clark 2023; Milner and Tingley 2015; Mutz 2021.
110. Hooghe, Lenz, and Marks 2019; Milner 1998.
111. Barnett and Finnemore 2004; Bernstein 2011; Cammack 2022; Hurd 2017; Mutua 2001.
112. Hawkins et al. 2006; Keohane 1984; Koremenos, Lipson, and Snidal 2001; Martin and Simmons

2012; Rittberger et al. 2019.
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IOs, irrespective of issue area and mandate scope. These findings call for a reconcep-
tualization of IOs as ideological constructs and point to a promising research agenda on
the sources, expressions, and implications of these conceptions.
Fourth, our findings contribute to a richer understanding of the contemporary con-

testation of IOs. Scholarship typically attributes the contestation of IOs around the
world to the growing authority of these organizations,113 the global power shift,114

and the rise of authoritarian populism.115 Our results support the notion that it is
fueled by political ideology.116 Ideological perceptions of IOs appear to be a driver
of whether citizens endorse or reject these organizations as legitimate political insti-
tutions. As international cooperation becomes increasingly politicized,117 ideological
constructions of IOs are pushed to the fore, contributing to value-based contestation
of global governance. This development is at odds with IOs’ conventional way of
cloaking themselves in technocratic efficiency, which no longer seems to shield
them from criticism.118 A key issue going forward is how IOs will respond to such
value-based contestation—by insisting on their non-ideological orientation, by
adjusting their policy agendas to accommodate political opposition, or by embracing
a role as fair and inclusive spaces for resolving ideological conflicts.

Data Availability Statement

Replication files for this article may be found at <https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/
DBFLYD>.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at <https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818324000304>.
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