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42.1 Introduction  
One of the most nagging criticisms of international marine institutions has been 
their mixed track record in effectively protecting biodiversity [1] and managing 
highly migratory and straddling fish stocks [2]. This variation in effectiveness 
has fueled social science scholarship on the sources of effective marine 
management. Both in sustainability science [3,4] and political science [5,6], 
informational, financial, and organizational factors are consistently highlighted 
as central drivers of effectiveness.  
This chapter focuses on a factor that much social science scholarship connects 
with compliance and thus more effective institutions: legitimacy [7,10]. A 
legitimate institution enjoys public trust, which may increase compliance with 
its rules and decrease investment of scarce resources in coercion and 
enforcement through, for example, fines or sanctions [11].  
Most sustainability research is exclusively concerned with the drivers of 
effectiveness in international marine institutions in terms of the potentially 
positive effects of “collaborative management” [12]. Participation in 
management by nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and other stakeholders 
such as end users of resources has been shown to improve the processes [13,14], 
reform capacity [15,16], and problem-solving capacity [3,17] of international 
marine institutions. In addition, comanagement has been argued to foster trust 
and cooperative behavior in international institutions [18]. Despite this progress, 
we still know little about how legitimacy could be useful—or detrimental—in 
the quest for improved marine management.  



To contribute to this endeavor, this chapter argues that legitimacy may be a 
resource for more effective marine management, but that it comes with risks. 
Legitimacy is a great social good. Building on early contributions in sociology 
[19], political scientists have suggested that legitimacy fosters human happiness 
as people prefer to comply with institutions on moral grounds and not for 
reasons of self-interest [20]. A number of previous studies suggest that 
international institutions should attend to their legitimacy in order to increase 
their viability and effectiveness [11,21,22]. However, while legitimacy certainly 
contributes to compliance, a large literature in political science alludes to the 
risks of declining public scrutiny and greater influence of special interest groups.  
The remainder of this chapter is as follows. First, it defines legitimacy, drawing 
from political science literature. Second, it illustrates legitimacy patterns in 19 
international marine institutions by drawing on original data from an expert 
survey among more than 300 natural and social scientists and practitioners. 
Third, it discusses which potential benefits and risks legitimacy may engender in 
international marine management. By way of conclusion, the chapter outlines a 
research agenda for sustainability scholars on legitimacy and effectiveness.  

42.2 Defining legitimacy as beliefs  
Legitimacy refers to the degree of individual beliefs among the subjects of a 
political institution that this institution’s authority is appropriately exercised 
[19,22]. Legitimacy in this sense refers to beliefs in sociological terms and not 
on, whether, in normative terms, global institutions conform to philosophical 
standards such as fairness or justice. While most literature in International 
Relations (IR) deals with normative legitimacy [21,23,24], sociological 
legitimacy has increasingly attracted scholarly attention in recent years 
[22,25,26].  
Legitimacy is a matter of degrees. Actors such as individuals, NGOs, or states 
may hold legitimacy beliefs to varying extents because they believe in the moral 
rightfulness of a political institution [26,27]. Political scientists have debated 
this definition in terms of whether legitimacy beliefs are exclusively grounded in 
moral beliefs or whether they also reflect personal self-interest. Indeed in 
today’s more global world, international organizations often visibly affect 
individual lives, making it likely that individuals  
hold international institutions accountable both on grounds of moral conviction 
and self-interest [28].  

42.3 The legitimacy of international marine institutions  



A recent study examines legitimacy perceptions of institutions addressing 
fisheries and marine issues that are central hubs in their respective issue areas.1 

Existing political science literature derives legitimacy measures through a 
variety of methods, such as content analysis of debates in international 
institutions [29] or newswires [30], and public opinion polls [26]. In contrast to 
these methods, expert surveys are cost-efficient data collection efforts that yield 
comparable measures of legitimacy perceptions of different stakeholders. 
Because expert surveys do not require access to voting records or documents, 
this method can be applied to any institution in the world.  
42.3.1 Research design  
This study focuses on the extent to which states, NGOs, citizens, and experts 
trust a number of international institutions whose actions are consequential for 
domestic and transnational marine management: United Nations (UN) agencies, 
partnerships, regional organizations, and development banks (see Table 42.1). 
These institutions are central hubs in their respective issue areas and all deal 
with marine management. Data were gathered through an online survey fielded 
between January and April 2018 among natural and social scientists in the 
academic and practitioner community.  
Experts were selected in two steps. First, the starting point for identifying 
experts was Google Scholar, programs of central academic IR and political 
science conferences, and the environmental social science networks “Earth 
System Governance” and “Mistra Geopolitics.” Second, we selected experts that 
come from a variety of cultural backgrounds (48 countries) and that have 
firsthand knowledge of the marine institutions based on research or 
collaboration. We made this assessment based on publication records, work 
descriptions, and in the case of limited information from these sources by asking 
the experts. Consequently, legitimacy assessments are made by experts from 
different cultural backgrounds and largely reflect respondents’ personal opinion 
and not exclusively information retrieved from the media. The average 
completion rate was 37% (see Appendix A). 
 
 
 
1 This data collection was designed and conducted with Dr. Maria-Therese Gustafsson at  
Stockholm University.



Table 42.1: List of international institutions included in the survey.  

International organization  Acronym  Questionnaire  Founding 
year  Number of member states  

Arctic Council�Asian Development 
Bank African Development Bank 
Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations �European Bank for 
Reconstruction and 
Development�European Union�Food 
and Agriculture Organization�Global 
Environment Facility 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and 
Development�Pacific Islands Forum  
South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation�South Asia Co-operative 
Environment Program United 
Nations Development Programme  
United Nations Environment  
United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change�Union 
of South American Nations  
World Bank�World Health 
Organization  

AC ADB 
AFDB ASEAN  
EBRD  
EU FAO  
GEF IPCC  
OECD  
PIF SAARC 
SACEP UNDP  
UN 
Environment 
UNFCCC  
UNASUR  
World Bank 
WHO  

Single�Single�Singl
e�Asian 
organizations 
Single  
Single Single  
Environment 
Environment  
Development  
Asian 
organizations 
Asian 
organizations 
Asian 
organizations 
Development 
organizations 
Single  
Environment  
South American 
organizations 
World Bank 
Single  

1996 
1966 
1964 
1967 
1991  
1951 1945  
1992 1988  
1961  
1971 
1985 
1983 
1965 
1972 
1992 
2004  
1946 1946  

8 48 81 10  
66 member states, including the EU and 
the European Investment Bank�27  
191  
183 195  
34  
16�8�8�193 (UN) 193 (UN) 165  
12  
185 193  

Source: Organizations’ websites. Several natural and social scientists in our survey had expertise on more than one international institution. In these cases, 
we bundled institutions in one questionnaires and block-randomized the order in which the questions on a specific institution occur.  



The online survey took about 5 minutes. For each institution, about 25 experts 
with knowledge on that specific institution were asked to rate legitimacy beliefs 
among different stakeholders toward that institution (“In your opinion, how 
much confidence do different stakeholders have in the Arctic Council?” see 
Appendix B). The study includes researchers affiliated with universities, 
research institutions, and think tanks. Think tank researchers only make up 10% 
of the sample, as they may be more partial compared to other types of experts. 
However, researchers at think tanks often work closely with international 
institutions and have firsthand information of meetings and internal documents, 
making them valuable knowledge sources.  
Measures for legitimacy beliefs are four-point confidence scales inspired by the 
World Values Survey and range from 0 (no confidence at all), 1 (not very much 
confidence), �2 (quite a lot of confidence), to 3 (a great deal confidence). Where 
survey responses for member state confidence were split between member states 
in the global south and the global north, an average was produced to create one 
response (see Appendix B). Confidence measures are common in public opinion 
research on legitimacy. Importantly, “confidence” is a better measure than 
“support,” as the latter can direct attention away from the underlying confidence 
in a political system and toward satisfaction with short-term distributional 
consequences [31]. The confidence measure was tested for scale reliability, and 
these checks vouch for the quality of the expert ratings (see Appendix C).  
42.3.2 Key findings  
Analyzing expert judgments of stakeholder confidence yields two key findings. 
First, �Fig. 42.1 presents the variation in legitimacy perceptions across 
stakeholders. While the median citizen does not have very much confidence in 
institutions, the median elite (member states, NGO, and experts) has quite a lot 
of confidence. This suggests that there is a gap between how citizens and elites 
perceive international marine institutions. This finding corroborates previous 
insights on gaps between mass and elite opinion about politics more generally 
[32].  
Second, the extent to which there is an elite!citizen gap in legitimacy beliefs 
differs between marine institutions (Fig. 42.2). The results suggest that member 
states on average have quite a lot or a great deal of confidence in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), most development banks, 
Arctic Council, Association of Southeast Asian Nations, European Union (EU), 
and Pacific Islands Forum. By contrast, NGOs and citizens have much lower 



confidence levels, with NGOs only having a mean confidence of quite a lot or a 
great deal in IPCC, and citizens only having a mean confidence of quite a lot or 
a great deal in WHO. Finally, experts themselves indicate an average confidence 
of quite a lot or a great deal in the UNFCCC and IPCC, some development 
banks, Arctic Council, and the EU. While citizen confidence on average is 
weaker than elite confidence, it is particularly low for South Asia Co-operative 
Environment Program, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 
and South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).  
 

 
Figure 42.1: Confidence in international institutions across stakeholders. 0 (no confidence 
at all), 1 (not very much confidence), 2 (quite a lot of confidence), 3 (a great deal 
confidence). The red lines represent the 95% confidence interval, and the boxes show the 
interquartile range of observations. The horizontal thick black line shows the median. The 
point clusters depict individual expert ratings of the different audiences’ legitimacy 
beliefs across the confidence scale N 5 478.  



These patterns indicate different legitimacy challenges for the different 
institutions. To begin with, elites have more confidence in development and 
health institutions than citizens with the exception of the WHO. Among 
institutions with a mandate in environmental affairs, the elite!citizen gap is less 
visible, which is in line with recent evidence from public opinion research. Over 
the past decade, exposure to several publicly salient UN climate summits may 
have rendered citizens on average more aware of UN activities on climate 
change [33] and therefore also more critical toward climate institutions than, for 
example, security and finance institutions [34]. Interestingly, experts tend to be 
critical toward all rated environmental institutions, which could be due to 
ongoing debates about the ability of global institutions to limit global warming 
to safe levels in a “post-Paris world” [35,36]. In financial affairs, citizens and 
NGOs are most critical and member states least critical, with some exceptions. 
The African Development Bank enjoys quite a lot of confidence among citizens 
and member states but is viewed rather critically by NGOs and experts. The 
Asian Development Bank and World Bank stand out since experts have more 
confidence than other audiences. Finally, regional organizations are least 
popular among citizens compared to all other elite groups, which ties in with 
recent public research diagnosing a “crisis of trust” in regional institutions [37]. 
However, there is some institution-specific variation, with SAARC standing out 
as having relatively low confidence across all audience types.  
 
 



 
Figure 42.2: Mean confidence across international institutions and stakeholders. 0 (no 
confidence at all), 1 (not very much confidence), 2 (quite a lot of confidence), 3 (a great 
deal confidence).  

 
 

42.4 The benefits and risks of legitimacy: a research agenda for 
sustainability scholars  
To manage the legitimacy challenges shown above, policy makers need to 
consider the specific benefits—but also risks—implied in different institutional 
contexts and policy areas.  
Two central benefits of legitimacy are reduction of transaction costs and 



willingness to internalize proenvironmental norms. In terms of reduced 
transaction costs, legitimacy is a form of social capital that reduces transaction 
costs, which is efficiency-enhancing [38,39]. In this respect, greater trust in 
institutions has been shown to enhance cooperative behavior and outcomes in 
local [10] and international institutions [18]. In terms of norms internalization, 
legitimacy has been shown to make people more willing to obey and defer to the 
government. More generally, people who trust institutions and policies are more 
likely to change their beliefs and norms in ways that facilitate proenvironmental 
behavior change [40,42].  
Thus legitimate institutions have to rely less often on coercion or secrecy to 
enforce compliance, which is less effective and costly [43]. Legitimacy is 
therefore vital for international institutions that generally lack the tools to 
enforce compliance [11]. In terms of outcomes, international institutions trusted 
by state and nonstate actors may be able to raise more funds from their 
environment [30] and be more likely to receive necessary information on 
developments on the ground from stakeholders [44].  
Conversely, there are two central risks. The first is that legitimacy may make 
voters less prone to acquiring information [45,46]. Institutions that voters trust to 
generate benefits or do the right thing even if left unattended enjoy greater 
legitimacy [47], but for this very reason, legitimacy may also be a challenge for 
marine management. In the absence of public scrutiny, collective action 
problems may become severe. International decision makers may misuse their 
leeway to make decisions that benefit them personally, with suboptimal 
collective outcomes. Second, as Levi et al. [48] notes, “[l]egitimacy does not 
signify that power will be used to promote the good of the nation or of 
humanity.” Indeed citizens that are relatively uninformed tend to be more 
susceptible to elite framing of international institutions [49], implying that 
populist rhetoric may in turn be more likely to undermine legitimacy beliefs.  
This brief overview of benefits and risks associated with increased legitimacy 
points to a research agenda on legitimacy and effectiveness in marine 
management. Below I list four areas in which sustainability scholars could 
contribute through their research to enabling better management and foresight of 
legitimacy challenges in international marine institutions.  
1. Legitimacy management. Institutions can actively try to boost their own 

legitimacy, but NGOs and domestic governments are typically more 
effective in swaying citizen opinion [49]. Top-down legitimation through 
actions, speeches, and policies may not be as effective as bottom-up 



legitimation, which occurs when, for example, state or nonstate actors 
become involved in an international institution, thereby accepting the 
institution’s exercise of power [22]. However, institutional factors such as 
transparency, fairness, and effectiveness can increase the legitimacy of 
international institutions in the eyes of citizens [34]. Sustainability 
scientists could usefully examine how legitimacy could be promoted, and 
when this has beneficial consequences for compliance and effectiveness.  

2. Funding strategies. Well-funded international marine institutions are able to 
include a greater number of NGOs in their management [50]. This has 
important implications for how policy makers should manage and seek 
funding. For example, seeking greater legitimacy among scientists and 
member states may increase the prospects of funding [30,39]. Yet this 
assumption may rarely be tenable and the extent to which this is the case 
is an empirical question that warrants future research. � 

3. Risks for special interest influence. We still know little about how trust 
operates at the international level between experts and policy makers [39] 
as well as between citizens and policy makers [49]. A convincing 
literature in economics building by Downs [45] has shown that “capture” 
by interest groups, such as business associations, is a risk in governance, 
especially when public scrutiny is low [51]. Exploring when and how 
legitimacy may entail risks for capture in international institutions would 
be an important contribution to the literature. � 

4. Legitimacy beliefs. There is a burgeoning literature on legitimacy beliefs 
among user groups [7], stakeholders [52], and private actors [9] in 
fisheries and marine institutions. Future research could usefully compare 
legitimacy beliefs among different stakeholders to fully understand 
legitimacy challenges and elite!citizen gaps in legitimacy that different 
institutions struggle with, with implications for compliance and effective 
marine management. � 

In sum, sustainability scholars have a role to play in enhancing our knowledge 
about legitimacy in international marine institutions. This chapter has shown that 
legitimacy entails both benefits and risks for effective marine management. 
Using novel expert survey evidence on the legitimacy of 19 international 
institutions dealing with marine issues, the key finding is twofold. First, there is 
a striking gap between legitimacy beliefs among elites and citizens toward 
international marine institutions. Second, there is variation in this elite-citizen 
gap across institutions, which begs questions of how institution-specific 



legitimacy challenges should be managed to address compliance problems. 
Overall, legitimacy research in sustainability science yields the prospects of a 
better understanding of the legitimacy-effectiveness link in marine management.  
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Appendix � 
Appendix A: Completion rates  

Questionnaire  International organization and acronym  Contacted  Completed  Completion rate 
(%)  

Arctic Council Asian 
Development Bank�African 
Development Bank 
Environment  
European Bank for 
Reconstruction and 
Development�Food 
Governance  
Regional America Regional 
Asia  
European Union 
Development and 
humanitarian aid OECD  
World Health Organization 
World Bank  
Total contacted/ completed, 
and average completion rate  

Arctic Council (AC)�Asian Development Bank (ADB)  
African Development Bank (AFDB)  
Global Environment Facility (GEF), 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC), United Nations Environment 
(UN Environment) European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (EBRD)  
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)�Union of 
South American Nations (UNASUR)  
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), 
South Asia Co-operative Environment Program 
(SACEP), South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC), Pacific Islands Forum (PIF) 
European Union (EU)  
United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP)�Organization for Economic Co- operation and 
Development (OECD) World Health Organization 
(WHO)  
World Bank  

66 55  
51 68  
36  
54 51 92  
71 60  
46  
79  
74 803  

36 15  
16 37  
9  
14 11 66  
35 23  
16  
20  
27 325  

54.55 27.27  
31.37 54.41  
25.00  
29.92 21.57 71.74  
49.30 38.33  
34.78 25.32  
36.49 36.52  

Notes: Author’s own data from expert survey. Completed questionnaires are defined in terms of substantive answers to at least 75% of the questions. 
Where natural and social scientists had expertise on more than one international institution, we bundled institutions in one questionnaire and block-
randomized the order in which the questions on a specific institution occur.  

 



Appendix B: Question wording presented to experts in international marine governance institutions 
in the order they appear in the questionnaire  
The next questions focus on [international organization]. 1. Next  
2. I don’t have any expertise with regard to this intergovernmental organization. �[IF 1, then next questions, 
otherwise exit questionnaire on this organization.] �In your opinion, how much confidence do different 
stakeholders have in the Arctic Council?  
 A great deal  Quite a lot  Not very much  None at all  Don’t know  

Arctic Council member states Citizens in Arctic 
Council member states �Nongovernmental 
organizations  

3 3  
3  

2 2  
2  

1 1  
1  

0 0  
0  

99 99  
99  

We’ll finish with some questions about your personal opinions about the Arctic Council and climate change.  
How much confidence do you personally have in the Arctic Council?  
How important do you personally think it is that the Arctic Council deal with climate risks?  
Taking all aspects of the Arctic Council’s views on climate risks into account, how close is the Arctic Council 
to your own personal views on climate risks?  
To finish, we would like to ask you a few background questions.  
Which type of organization are you employed at?  

• Think tank � 
• Research institute � 

A great 
deal  Quite a lot  Not very 

much  None at all  Don’t know  

3  2  1  0  99  

Very important  Fairly important  Not very Not at all 



important  important  

1  2  3  4  

Very close  Fairly close  Not very close  Not at all close  

1  2  3  4  

• University  
• Intergovernmental organization � 
• If other, please specify: ___________ (open text box) �How many years of experience with working on 

intergovernmental organizations or climate change do you have? Please write the years in numbers in the box 
below. � 

 



Appendix C: Scale reliability checks.  

 

Expert surveys are designed to generate aggregated ratings. As experts filter their ratings 
through their personal worldviews and pre-existing knowledge, this appendix assesses the 
reliability with which they use the answer scales statistically. To test scale reliability, i.e. the 
degree of uncertainty in the expert perceptions of organizational preferences, we decompose 
the variance across perceptions of preferences for specific institutions and experts using 
regression analysis. The regression model can be written as follows:  
 
Yik = µ + δk + εik      (1) 
 
where µ is the grand mean of perceptions of preferences, and δk as well as δik capture 
institutional and expert effects. Treating µ as a fixed effect and δk as well as δik as random 
effects, the variance component model reported in Table 2 takes the following form:  
 
V[yij] = σ2

δ + σ2
εi      (2) 

 
where σ2

δ is the cross-institutional variation in perceptions and σ2
εi is the cross-expert 

variance. 
 
The key result of this variance component analysis for the different confidence items is that 
the size of the expert-specific variation is quite limited (see Table C1). The estimated expert 
variance is only statistically significant with regard to one of the four items. Moreover, the 
size of this variation is relatively small: the estimated standard deviation is around 0.7 on the 
4-point confidence scale. These results indicate that the larger share of experts renders quite 
similar judgments about organizational preferences. Moreover, as expected, cross-institutional 
variation is substantial given that the cross-institutional variance is statistically significant for 
all confidence items. 
 
 On the basis of the regression estimates in the variance component analysis in 
Table C1, we calculate the reliability of expert ratings via the Spearman-Brown formula using 
the average number of experts [1]. The reliability coefficients are above 0.8, indicating a very 
high reliability.1	
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1 The Spearman-Brown formula is computed as nr [1+(n-1)r ], where r is the inter-expert correlation from the 
variance components model and n is the average number of experts (Steenbergen and Marks 2007, p. 363). 



Table	C1.	Variance	components	analysis	of	expert	ratings	of	stakeholder	confidence	

Estimated	parameter	 Confidence	among	
member	states	

Confidence	among	
citizens	

Confidence	among	
NGOs	

Confidence	among	
experts	

Fixed	effects	 	 	 	 	
Grand	mean	µ	 1.869***	

(0.081)	
1.236***	
(0.051)	

1.518***	
(0.084)	

1.828***	
(0.072)	

Variance	components	 	 	 	 	
Institutions	(σ2δ)	 0.268**	

(0.082)	
0.334***	
(0.080)	

0.279***	
(0.079)	

0.251***	
(0.059)	

Experts	(σ2εi)	 0.767	
(0.032)	

0.777	
(0.032)	

0.793	
(0.339)	

0.688***	
(0.031)	

N	(Institutions)	 19	 19	 19	 19	
N	(Experts)	 323	 325	 325	 359	
Log	likelihood	 -402.774	 -413.876	 -417.407	 -410.257	
Reliability	 0.860	 0.880	 0.857	 0.826	
Notes:	Multilevel	models	of	confidence	items	(see	Appendix	B)	estimated	with	maximum	likelihood.	Coefficients	with	
robust	standard	errors	clustered	at	the	level	of	institutions.	We	pooled	the	data	so	that	the	cases	are	institution-specific	
expert	perceptions,	implying	that	the	number	of	experts	is	slightly	higher	than	in	Table	1.	A	constant	is	included	in	all	
models	but	not	reported	for	the	sake	of	brevity.	*	p<.05,	**	p<.01,	***	p<.001	

 

 


