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Citizens’ perceptions of the legitimacy of independent
agencies: The effects of expertise-based and reputation-
sourced authority

Dovilé Rimkuté' © | Honorata Mazepus?

'Leiden University, The Hague, The Netherlands Abstract

“University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Legitimacy is a central concern for independent agencies tasked with shaping poli-
Netherlands cies. While expertise-based and reputation-sourced authority bases are assumed
Corespondance to be relevant for agency legitimacy, their individual and joint effects on citizens'
Dovilé Rimkute, Leiden University, Turfmarkt perceptions lack comprehensive examination. To address this gap, the study inte-
99,2511 DP, The Hague, The Netherlands. grates insights from bureaucratic politics, bureaucratic reputation, and cognitive
Email: d.rimkute@fgga eidenuniv.nl psychology. Our survey experiment with Dutch citizens, focusing on the European
Food Safety Authority, suggests that expertise-based authority positively affects
perceived agency legitimacy, while a negative reputation has detrimental effects.
Furthermore, expertise-based authority moderates the impact of reputation, ampli-
fying positive effects and mitigating negative ones. This implies that agencies are
more susceptible to reputational threats when they lack expertise-based authority.
The study advances the theoretical tenets of bureaucratic reputation theory and
offers effective strategies for agencies to strengthen their legitimacy among the
most critical audience in democratic political systems—citizens.

Evidence for practice

+ Both expertise- and reputation-based authority bases are crucial in shaping the
perceived legitimacy of government agencies among citizens.

« Government agencies can enhance their legitimacy among citizens by empha-
sizing the scientific foundations of their regulatory policies and processes gov-
erning policy creation.

+ The impact of agency reputation on citizens’ perceptions of legitimacy is asym-
metric: A positive bureaucratic reputation does not notably affect legitimacy,
while a negative reputation undermines it significantly. This suggests that gov-
ernment agencies should prioritize managing reputational threats to prevent
legitimacy loss in the eyes of citizens.

« Government agencies can mitigate the effect of a negative reputation on their
legitimacy by emphasizing the scientific foundations of their regulatory policies
and processes.

INTRODUCTION legitimacy (Majone, 1999). Agency legitimacy—defined as

the public’s acceptance of agency policies, the processes
Democratically accountable political principals possess governing policy creation, and the agency responsible for
the power to delegate policymaking authority to inde- policy formulation—thus becomes a central concern
pendent government agencies.' However, this delegated for independent government agencies entrusted with the
authority does not come with a direct transfer of power to shape policies independently. While scholars

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited.
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devoted significant attention to examining the effects of
transparency and procedural fairness on perceived legiti-
macy in public institutions (e.g., de Fine Licht et al., 2022;
Mazepus & Van Leeuwen, 2020; Ruder & Woods, 2020),
our understanding of the explanatory power of the two
foundational bases of bureaucratic authority—namely,
expertise-based and  reputation-sourced  authority
(Bertelli & Busuioc, 2020; Carpenter & Krause, 2015)—
remains limited.

Specifically, public administration scholarship offers
complementary explanations for the authority-legitimacy
relationship. We take as the departure point the bureau-
cratic politics scholarship, which contends that, to obtain
legitimacy, agencies must signal a significant degree of
expertise-based authority, fostering confidence among
relevant stakeholders, including but not limited to politi-
cal principals and citizens (Bertelli & Lewis, 2013;
Christensen, 2022; Gailmard & Patty, 2007; Krause, 2013;
Olsen, 2006). In addition, bureaucratic reputation scholar-
ship highlights reputation-sourced authority as a valuable
organizational asset for agencies’ legitimacy (Bertelli &
Busuioc, 2020; Carpenter & Krause, 2015). Agencies
engage in the “politics of legitimacy” by building reputa-
tions not only for expertise but also “for efficacy, for
uniqueness for its services, for moral protection”
(Carpenter, 2001, 533). These multidimensional reputa-
tions are embedded “in a diverse coalition wrought from
the multiple networks in which they are engaged” by
breaking “free from the traditional model of politics and
established links directly to citizens and the new associa-
tions that increasingly claimed their allegiance”
(Carpenter, 2001, 353). Reputation-sourced authority is,
therefore, accumulated through and informed by past
performance on multiple aspects of agency conduct. Rep-
utation is shaped by an agency’s history and the collec-
tive narratives shared by its stakeholders about its past
outputs, processes, and behavior (Luoma-aho, 2007).
While a positive bureaucratic reputation is seen as
enhancing the legitimacy of government agencies across
various audiences (Busuioc & Rimkuté, 2020a;
Carpenter, 2001, 2010; Carpenter & Krause, 2012; Krause &
Douglas, 2005; Lee & Whitford, 2013; Maor, 2015;
Rimkuté, 2020a), conversely, an unfavorable bureaucratic
reputation is argued to have detrimental effects on
agency legitimacy (Gilad et al,, 2015; Maor et al,, 2013;
Rimkuté, 2020b; Salomonsen et al., 2021).

However, the relationships between reputation-
sourced authority and legitimacy, as well as between
expertise-based authority and legitimacy, are often
assumed in the literature and have not been rigorously
examined through empirical research. In addition, we
have limited empirical knowledge about how expertise-
based authority and reputation-sourced authority interact
to establish agency legitimacy in the eyes of critical
audiences—citizens—in democratic political systems.
Given the ongoing scrutiny and debates surrounding the
legitimacy of bureaucracies in public discourse, focusing

on citizens' perceptions of legitimacy is of utmost impor-
tance: “[tlhe elephant in the room is the administrative
state. These unelected bureaucrats have assumed a great
deal of power in our government, and it is a power they
should not possess. [...] The administrative state threat
highlights just how dangerous this type of system can be
for our democracy, and it's up to us as citizens to push
back against this unchecked power of the administrative
state” (Rylander, 2023). This article bridges the void in the
scholarship and addresses relevant public debates by ask-
ing: What are the effects of expertise-based and
reputation-sourced authority on citizens’ perceptions of
the legitimacy of independent agencies?

Building on the existing literature, we make several
contributions to address this question. Theoretically, we
integrate insights from bureaucratic politics and bureau-
cratic reputation theory and utilize concepts from cogni-
tive psychology to generate novel hypotheses about
authority-legitimacy relationships. First, we posit that
both expertise-based authority (hereafter expertise) and
reputation-sourced authority (hereafter reputation) con-
tribute to agency legitimacy, extending beyond political
principals to other relevant audiences, such as citizens.
Second, we utilize the concept of a negativity bias to
explain the asymmetric effects of positive and negative
reputations on agency legitimacy. We expect that the
negative effect of a negative reputation will significantly
outweigh the positive impact of a positive reputation.
Third, we theorize about the interaction between the two
authority bases. We present a set of hypotheses that the-
orize both the main and interaction effects between the
two bases of authority. Through this, we identify the fun-
damental characteristics of authority that bureaucratic
agencies can rely on to be recognized as legitimate by
the public within the relevant political system. This under-
standing is fundamental for identifying the multifaceted
dynamics between authority and legitimacy, as empha-
sized in previous seminal scholarship (Bertelli &
Busuioc, 2020; Carpenter & Krause, 2015; Simon, 1957;
Presthus, 1960).

Empirically, we leverage a pre-registered” online sur-
vey experiment with a representative quota-based sam-
ple of 1476 Dutch citizens to investigate their perceptions
of bureaucratic legitimacy regarding the European Food
Safety Authority (EFSA). The scenario focuses on the sci-
entific assessment of glyphosate’s carcinogenic properties
to humans by the EFSA. We employ a between-subject
2 (expertise-based authority) x 3 (reputation-sourced
authority) factorial design. This methodological approach
facilitates a systematic empirical test of the causal rela-
tions between the authority bases on the one hand and
the bureaucratic legitimacy of independent government
agencies on the other.

Our empirical findings confirm theoretical expecta-
tions about the role of expertise-based authority in
enhancing citizens’ perceived legitimacy of agencies.
Our data indicate that the scientific character of
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bureaucratic rulemaking plays an important role in legiti-
mizing government agencies and their rulemaking in
the eyes of citizens. Furthermore, our analysis shows that
a negative bureaucratic reputation substantially
decreases the perceived legitimacy of agencies. As such,
we find that agency legitimacy decreases more due to a
negative reputation than it increases due to a positive
reputation. Expanding beyond the individual effects of
expertise and reputation, our analysis points to a signifi-
cant interaction between expertise and reputation.
Expertise-based authority acts as a moderating factor,
reducing the negative impact of reputation loss. At the
same time, reputation moderates the effect of expertise:
the positive effect of expertise is amplified when reputa-
tion is negative and when no information about reputa-
tion is provided.

Our study offers relevant contributions. First, it facili-
tates further theoretical integration and refinement of
bureaucratic reputation theory by specifying under what
conditions and how reputation-sourced authority influ-
ences citizens’ perceptions of bureaucratic legitimacy.
Empirically, the experimental results show that an
impaired reputation can significantly undermine
an agency's perceived legitimacy. At the same time,
agencies can counteract these negative effects by
actively signaling credible expertise, which serves as a
foundational step toward establishing a strong technical
reputation over time. These contributions are important
because, although extensive scholarly attention has
been devoted to bureaucratic reputation explanations
(e.g., Bustos, 2021; Busuioc & Rimkuté, 2020b; Lodge &
Wegrich, 2022; Maor, 2015), these explanations have so
far heavily relied on theoretical assumptions and obser-
vational data to explore the links between reputation
and other organizational assets (e.g., autonomy, regula-
tory power, and legitimacy). Second, the study provides
both conceptual and operational advancements in our
understanding of the foundations of bureaucratic legiti-
macy, contributing to the growing scholarship examin-
ing legitimacy in bureaucratic institutions across
international, supranational, and national contexts
(Bunea, 2018; Dellmuth et al, 2021; Maggetti, 2010;
Sommerer et al, 2022). Specifically, within the realm of
public administration, the distinct concepts are often
used interchangeably, leading to a common conflation
of bureaucratic reputation with bureaucratic legitimacy
and a perceived equivalence between expertise-based
authority and technical reputation. We provide both
conceptual and operational clarifications of these defini-
tions and rigorously examine the relationship between
them empirically. Third, this study offers valuable
insights for practice by informing strategic approaches
to enhance bureaucratic legitimacy. Our findings high-
light the crucial role of effectively communicating exper-
tise and maintaining ongoing reputation management
efforts to ensure that the agency is seen as legitimate by
citizens.

Review

THEORETICAL EXPECTATIONS

The theoretical framework elaborates on how different
bureaucratic authority bases influence the perceived
legitimacy of independent government agencies. We out-
line key concepts and present theoretical expectations for
each authority base individually. Additionally, we develop
tentative expectations about the interactive dynamics
between expertise-based and reputation-sourced author-
ity in shaping the perceived legitimacy of agencies.

Before presenting the core hypotheses of this study,
we first define the concept of legitimacy. We adopt the
concept of empirical legitimacy, which has been devel-
oped and utilized in psychological theory and practice.
Empirical legitimacy is defined as “a belief or perception
among the public that decision-makers have the right to
make decisions and that these decisions should be
accepted” (de Fine Licht et al, 2022, 185; de Fine
Licht, 2014; Tyler, 2006). Specifically, it refers to the public’s
acceptance of public policies, the processes governing policy
creation, and the institutions responsible for policy formula-
tion. Empirical legitimacy is argued to be crucial for the
effective functioning of political systems, as it influences
voluntary adherence to rules and regulations (Levi, 1997;
Tyler, 2006). In this definition, trust is considered an inte-
gral element of legitimacy (Jackson & Gau, 2016; Levi
et al, 2009).> Consequently, for an institution to be
viewed as legitimate by citizens, they must (a) trust that
those in power will exercise their authority appropriately,
with citizens' interests in mind, and (b) feel a sense of
obligation to follow its policies and regulations.

EXPERTISE-BASED AUTHORITY

Bureaucratic politics scholars emphasize the relevance of
bureaucrats’ expertise-based authority and their strategic
acquisition of endogenous expertise as core sources of
legitimation vis-a-vis political authorities (Bertelli &
Lewis, 2013; Boushey & McGrath, 2017; Carpenter &
Krause, 2015; Gailmard & Patty, 2007, 2012; Krause, 2013).
The delegation of bureaucratic discretion to government
agencies is driven by expert-related competences, and
this discretion is influenced by the investment in exper-
tise and capacity by bureaucrats (Andersen &
Moynihan, 2016; Gailmard & Patty, 2007). Thus, the
bureaucracy’s ability to systematically acquire and culti-
vate the perception among various audiences (beyond
political authorities) that it possesses expertise is consid-
ered the essential foundation of bureaucratic legitimacy
for its functions and role within democratic policymaking
processes. As stated by Carpenter and Krause (2015, 8),
“[flor bureaucratic agents to possess and maintain legiti-
macy in the eyes of political authorities, they must pos-
sess sufficient expertise to inspire respect and
confidence.” Bureaucratic legitimacy, therefore, rests on
the premise that bureaucratic tasks have a technical
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nature, which requires identifying logically sound solu-
tions through interpreting rules and facts or applying
expert causal knowledge (Olsen, 2006). This technical
nature highlights the importance of competence, knowl-
edge, and scientific and technical expertise as key con-
tributors to legitimacy (e.g., Schmidt, 2013) and highlights
their role in shaping citizens’ preferences for political
decision-making (e.g., Bustos, 2021).

Against this backdrop, we argue that the perceived
legitimacy of independent government agencies is
enhanced when the scientific or technical nature of
bureaucratic outputs and processes is explicitly empha-
sized. This involves signaling that policy outputs were
developed in accordance with professional standards,
often referred to as the “scientific gold” standard, which
embodies the highest professional norms and the author-
ity of (scientific) experts and expertise (Christensen, 2020;
Maor, 2007; Rimkuté, 2018). We anticipate that by empha-
sizing the authority of expertise-based decision-making
throughout the bureaucratic agency’s rulemaking pro-
cesses, outputs, and outcomes, the agency’s perceived
legitimacy will be strengthened in the eyes of external
observers, such as citizens:

H1. Expertise-based authority increases the
perceived agency legitimacy.

REPUTATION-SOURCED AUTHORITY

Reputation-sourced authority is considered a valuable
organizational asset, reflecting the assessment of an orga-
nization’s conduct across various dimensions over time
by diverse audiences (Bertelli & Busuioc, 2020). While
expertise-based authority refers to the authority derived
from a bureaucracy’s possession of specialized knowledge
and its ability to provide relevant expertise (e.g., policy
expertise) to address a specific policy issue (Gailmard &
Patty, 2007), reputation-sourced authority is a multidi-
mensional concept derived from an organization’s accu-
mulated reputation, encompassing its past performance
and behavior across various reputational dimensions rele-
vant to independent agencies (technical, performative,
legal-procedural, moral). Reputation-sourced authority, as
opposed to expertise-based authority, is “the outcome of
the history and the sum of stories told about the organi-
zation among its stakeholders” (Luoma-aho, 2007, 128)
resulting from “consistent information signals over time”
(Dentchev & Heene, 2004, 57).

Bureaucratic reputation scholarship consistently posits
that acquiring a positive reputation is linked to an
increase  in  bureaucratic legitimacy (Busuioc &
Rimkuté, 2020a; Carpenter, 2010; Carpenter &
Krause, 2012; Huang & Provan, 2007; Krause &
Douglas, 2005; Lee & Whitford, 2013; Provan et al., 2009;
Rimkuté, 2018, 2020b; Van der Veer, 2021). Holding a

positive reputation in the eyes of relevant audiences is
argued to drive “legitimated vigor” for bureaucratic agen-
cies (Carpenter, 2010, 752). Conversely, when discerning
audiences perceive agencies as inferior, the conse-
quences for their legitimacy can be profound and far-
reaching. For example, unsuccessful management of the
expectations and demands of pertinent audiences can
lead to disputes, serious harm to agency legitimacy, and
even threaten organizational survival (Busuioc &
Rimkuté, 2020b; Carpenter & Krause, 2012; Maor, 2015).

The assumed causal link between reputation and
legitimacy has led scholars to attribute bureaucratic agen-
cies’ inclination to proactively manage their reputations
with the aim of enhancing their overall bureaucratic legit-
imacy. For example, to strengthen their legitimacy, agen-
cies are argued to have strong incentives to strategically
cultivate positive reputations by employing a range of
multifaceted strategies. These strategies include refining
their communication tactics (Busuioc & Rimkuté, 2020a;
Chen et al, 2023; Christensen & Lodge, 2018; Gilad
et al, 2015; Rimkuté, 2020a; Salomonsen et al., 2021),
responding to multidimensional external demands (Bach
et al,, 2021; Maor et al,, 2013; Rimkuté, 2020b; Rimkuté &
Van der Voet, 2023), enhancing their operational perfor-
mance (Krause & Douglas, 2005; Krause & Kevin
Corder, 2007), adapting their accountability mechanisms
(Busuioc & Lodge, 2016, 2017; De Boer, 2022; Tida, 2022),
and engaging in diverse stakeholder interactions
(Bunea & Ngrbech, 2022; Fink & Ruffing, 2020;
Moffitt, 2010, 2014).

In line with the core arguments and empirical studies
in bureaucratic reputation scholarship, we expect that “[l]
egitimacy is [...] a product of successful reputation man-
agement by selectively responding to various reputa-
tional threats” (Rimkuté, 2018, 72). Conversely, we
hypothesize that an adverse reputation carries substantial
negative consequences for the perceived legitimacy of
regulatory agencies, leading to a diminished perception
of the agency’s overall legitimacy among citizens.

H2. A positive reputation increases the per-
ceived agency’s legitimacy.

H3. A negative reputation decreases the per-
ceived agency’s legitimacy.

We introduce the asymmetrical effects of positive and
adverse bureaucratic reputation by drawing on insights
from both bureaucratic reputation scholarship and cogni-
tive psychology, particularly the literature on negativity
bias. Cognitive psychology provides theoretical founda-
tions and evidence for the phenomenon known as nega-
tivity bias (Baumeister et al, 2001; Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979; Rozin & Royzman, 2001). Negativity bias
refers to the tendency for individuals to give more weight
to negative information than to equivalent positive infor-
mation, resulting in a stronger influence of negative
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information on cognition and behavior (Fournier
et al, 2020; Soroka & McAdams, 2015). Adverse content
triggers heightened cognitive reactions and undergo
more extensive processing compared to positive informa-
tion, making it more salient in perception and evaluation
(Baumeister et al.,, 2001; Rozin & Royzman, 2001).

These theoretical arguments and empirical findings
hold significant implications for bureaucratic legitimacy
perceptions. The negativity bias may amplify the impact
of information regarding negative performance out-
comes by government agencies (Gilad et al, 2015;
Nielsen & Moynihan, 2017; Olsen, 2015; Van den
Bekerom et al., 2021; Van der Voet & Rimkuté, 2023).
This is crucial as bureaucracies can be held accountable
and subjected to blame by various stakeholders, includ-
ing citizens and political principals. Additionally,
bureaucratic reputation scholars have observed agen-
cies’ high sensitivity to negative media attention and
their significant investments in safeguarding their repu-
tation against potential detrimental public allegations
(Bach et al., 2021; Gilad et al., 2015; Maor et al., 2013;
Rimkuté, 2020b; Salomonsen et al., 2021). Experimental
data on bureaucratic responsiveness and prioritization
decisions regarding external demands indicate that top-
level bureaucrats are most responsive to demands that
attract adverse media attention. Such demands consti-
tute “a direct reputational peril, serving as a catalyst for
bureaucrats to promptly and diligently respond, aiming
to attenuate potential harm inflicted upon their
agency’s reputational standing” (Rimkuté & Van der
Voet, 2023, 25).

Drawing on this theoretical foundation and empirical
evidence showing agencies’ increased susceptibility to
negative public reactions, we propose that when an
agency is perceived as deficient across multiple reputa-
tional dimensions, it garners heightened implicit attention
from observing audiences. These audiences are thus more
likely to react to and incorporate this information into
their evaluations of the agency's legitimacy compared to
situations where reputation information is absent or posi-
tive cues are present. Consequently, we expect an asym-
metric effect of positive and adverse reputation
information and hypothesize that:

H4. The decrease in perceived agency legiti-
macy is greater when the agency’s reputation
is negative compared to the increase in per-
ceived agency legitimacy when the agency’s
reputation is positive.

Interactive dynamics of expertise-based and
reputation-sourced authority

Given some existing ambiguities in the literature on
bureaucratic legitimacy, particularly concerning the over-
lap between reputation, legitimacy, and expertise, we

Review

explore a range of theoretical relationships among these
concepts. Our goal is to clarify these distinctions and
develop preliminary hypotheses. We introduce two sets
of alternative hypotheses that propose different explana-
tions for the interaction effect between expertise-based
and reputation-sourced authority on perceptions of
agency legitimacy.

First, we expect that information emphasizing
agency's positive multidimensional reputation, reflecting
an excellent track record across various organizational
activities over the years, will have a greater impact on
perceived legitimacy compared to information about the
agency's expertise on a specific matter (H5). Additionally,
we expect that reputation moderates the effect of exper-
tise on agency legitimacy: amplifying/diminishing the
effect of expertise on the perceived legitimacy when
the agency’s reputation is positive/negative (H6). These
expectations stem from bureaucratic reputation scholar-
ship, which emphasizes the far-reaching implications of
high reputation-sourced authority and the significance
of perceived agency qualities over actual capacity in
uncertain contexts. Successful efforts to cultivate strong
bureaucratic reputations lead to high reputation-sourced
authority, influencing relevant audiences’ perceptions
and actions (Bertelli & Busuioc, 2020). For example, high
reputation-sourced authority is argued to have far-
reaching implications, such as tying “the hands of legiti-
mate political principals, to deflect oversight of agency
action, and to disguise—at least for some time—
regulatory failures” (Bertelli & Busuioc, 2020, 8). We
extend this argument and posit that information effec-
tively communicating multiple facets of an agency’s over-
all bureaucratic reputation (i.e., observed overall capacity)
is more likely to foster positive legitimacy perceptions
than cues solely focusing on expertise (i.e, actual
capacity).

Specifically, bureaucratic reputation is argued to be
the “observed capacity” (Carpenter, 2001, 125) of an
agency, as opposed to its “actual capacity.” This observed
capacity is shaped by the agency’s communication efforts
regarding its true capabilities, which in turn influences
external audiences’ perceptions. Bureaucracies are seen
“through the glass but dimly’ by their manifold audi-
ences” (Carpenter & Krause, 2012, 27), illustrating the
challenge of understanding their true capabilities. Conse-
quently, agencies that successfully cultivate a positive
reputation among relevant audiences reduce the motiva-
tion of political principals and citizens to closely monitor
their actual activities (e.g., provision of relevant expertise)
(Alon-Barkat & Gilad, 2017; Bertelli & Busuioc, 2020;
Carpenter & Krause, 2012, 2015). We argue that, from the
perspective of citizens, the overall observed reputation of
independent agencies—reflecting a track record of profi-
cient performance across various bureaucratic goals—is
of utmost importance. This argument is supported by
research indicating that agency communication and fram-
ing, rather than actual agency capacities, significantly
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influence how external audiences perceive the agency’s
reputational aspects (Maor, 2020).

H5. The effect of positive reputation on the
perceived agency legitimacy is larger than
the effect of expertise-based authority.

H6. Moderating effect of reputation: The pos-
itive effect of expertise on the perceived
agency legitimacy is larger (smaller) when the
reputation of the agency is positive (negative)
than when it is absent.

Secondly, in contrast to Hypothesis 6, which posits
reputation’s moderating effect within the expertise-based
authority and legitimacy relationship, an alternative
causal reasoning can be derived. Our alternative expecta-
tion (Hypothesis 7) suggests a moderating role for exper-
tise in the relationship between reputation-sourced
authority and legitimacy. Highlighting expertise-based
authority as an effective means of achieving credible pol-
icy solutions has been shown to function not only as a
legitimizing device for government agencies but also as
an effective reputation protection mechanism, establish-
ing lasting recognition, particularly in technical reputation
(Carpenter, 2001; Maor, 2007). In a study investigating the
effects of applying a scientific “gold” standard by govern-
mental medicines authorities (i.e., evaluating new drugs
using randomized controlled trial data before making
authorization decisions), scholars demonstrated that
explicit references to expertise help to “develop a lasting
reputation for expertise—a key prerequisite for autonomy
[...] and, finally, it provides political legitimacy [...], thus
boosting government policy credibility” (Maor, 2007,
974). Against this theoretical and empirical backdrop, we
expect that expertise has a moderating effect on reputa-
tion in establishing agency legitimacy perceptions. Specif-
ically, we expect that expertise-based authority will
mitigate the negative impact of a poor reputation,
thereby enhancing the perceived legitimacy of the
agency:

H7. Moderating effect of expertise: The effect
of negative reputation on perceived agency
legitimacy is smaller when the expertise-based
authority of the agency is present than when
it is absent.”*

METHODOLOGY
Research setting and sample characteristics

The study’s hypotheses are empirically examined through
a pre-registered survey experiment conducted with a
population-based sample of 1476 Dutch citizens. Prior to
data collection, the experiment received favorable ethical

review (see Supplementary Materials S2). We investigate
citizens’ perceptions of the bureaucratic legitimacy of the
EFSA and its regulatory mandate to conduct scientific risk
assessments based on available scientific data. EFSA
exemplifies a typical EU regulatory agency with technical
and scientific responsibilities, operating across various
regulatory domains such as the European Chemicals
Agency, the European Medicines Agency, and the
European Aviation Safety Authority. Although these agen-
cies function as EU-level regulators with formally dele-
gated scientific responsibilities, they face significant
legitimacy issues due to their lack of direct accountability
to national political authorities. Therefore, EFSA, as a typi-
cal case of EU-level independent agencies, serves as a
good case for examining how bureaucratic authority
bases contribute to its legitimacy, under what conditions,
and in what ways.

Our focus is on EFSA’s recent scientific risk assessment
of the carcinogenic risks associated with glyphosate, the
most widely used pesticide for weed control. The selec-
tion of this specific case as the empirical focus is moti-
vated by its political salience, contentious nature, and
public visibility, despite the common observation that
regulatory decisions at the EU level tend to render such
issues less prominent (Morvillo, 2020; Rimkuté, 2020b;
Zeitlin et al.,, 2022). Furthermore, the significance of the
selected case was amplified by the impending expiration
of glyphosate authorization in 2022, thereby increasing
the relevance of the chosen research topic, which has
gained considerable attention in the news and
has become visible to the public.

The survey experiment was conducted from June 14th
to June 28th, 2022, with participant recruitment handled by
Flycatcher Internet Research, a professional survey agency.
The sample consists of 42% females, with a mean age of
M = 50.64 (SD = 16.82). Approximately 20% of the partici-
pants held a university degree, with another 21% having
pursued professional higher education. Furthermore, 4.6%
of respondents indicated having preparatory university
education, 29% secondary vocational education, 8% higher
secondary education, 14.6% secondary education, and 1.4%
primary education as their highest level of education. The
distribution of the sample across political parties is pre-
sented in Table 1A (Supplementary Materials S3). Informa-
tion in Table 1A compares the characteristics of the sample
to data from the Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, Enquéte
Beroepsbevolking, and Kiesraad. The comparison suggests
that our sample is largely representative. Women, younger
people in the age category of 18-24, and people with pri-
mary education are somewhat underrepresented in our
sample by comparison to the official population statistics.

Pre-treatment questions

Before receiving treatment, participants answered several
questions assessing their familiarity with EFSA and the
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issue of glyphosate. We asked participants to indicate
the extent to which they agree or disagree with the fol-
lowing statements on a scale of 1 (“strongly disagree”) to
7 (“strongly agree”): “I am very familiar with the European
Food Safety Authority (EFSA) and the tasks it performs” and
“I am very familiar with the risk assessment carried out by
the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) on glyphosate.”
The findings indicate that a majority of participants had
limited familiarity with both the agency and the risk
assessment carried out by EFSA on glyphosate. More spe-
cifically, a significant proportion of participants disagreed
with the statement that they are very familiar with EFSA
(67%, M = 2.78, SD = 1.59), as well as EFSA’s risks assess-
ment on risks associated with glyphosate use (76%,
M = 2.33,SD = 1.54).

To assess participants’ opinions on glyphosate use, we
asked about their level of support or opposition to the
use of glyphosate formulations in the Netherlands.
The findings show that 55% of participants either held a
neutral stance or did not have a position (“don’t know”
answer) on glyphosate, while 37% expressed opposition
to its use.

The results from the pre-treatment questions reveal
that participants had low familiarity with EFSA and its
scientific activities on glyphosate, while possessing some
awareness of the glyphosate issue. These results have
two key implications for the experimental component of
the study. First, participants’ limited familiarity with EFSA
facilitated the effective manipulation of its reputation
and expertise, as confirmed by our manipulation checks
(see the section “Experimental Design and Procedures”).
This is because participants did not have strong pre-
existing judgments about the agency. Second, the fact
that 45% of participants had opinions on glyphosate—
whether positive or negative—suggests that the issue is
either reasonably well-known or that participants are
willing to form opinions based on other information
(e.g., their general knowledge and stance on the use of
chemicals in farming). This enhanced their engagement
with the experimental material on glyphosate risk

Review

assessment. Our comprehension checks (Supplementary
Materials S6) further confirm that participants under-
stood and engaged with the experimental manipula-
tions across all groups.

Experimental design and procedures

To test our theoretical expectations, we conducted a
survey using a 2 (expertise-based authority) x 3 (reputa-
tion-sourced authority) between-subjects factorial experi-
mental design, as outlined in Table 1. Survey experiments
leverage the experimental method’s ability to identify
causal effects while also benefiting from the survey
method’s capacity to gather a large number of observa-
tions (Druckman et al., 2011). Participants were randomly
assigned to one of six conditions. Each condition featured
a scenario presenting a combination of information about
the regulatory agency’s expertise-based authority (pres-
ence or absence of an expertise signal in the vignette)
and reputation-sourced authority (no reputation informa-
tion, positive reputation information, or negative reputa-
tion information).

Condition 1 is designed to assess the initial perceived
legitimacy of EFSA’s rulemaking. In this condition, partici-
pants are presented with a straightforward scenario
where an EU-level agency provides a scientific recom-
mendation based on a risk assessment. This scenario
takes into account recent toxicology reviews that raise
concerns about the potential rise in human cancer risks
linked to glyphosate exposure, a pesticide utilized for
weed control. The control condition outlines the motiva-
tions for conducting the risk assessment, specifies the
agency's role in scientific assessment, and outlines
the recommendations stemming from the risk evaluation.
See Supplementary Materials (S4) for all six experimental
vignettes.

Reputation of EFSA was manipulated across the condi-
tions by introducing supplementary information about
the agency’s reputation (in addition to the baseline

TABLE 1 Experimental survey design, overview of experimental conditions, and a number of participants per experimental group.?

Reputation-sourced authority

Factor No reputation

Positive reputation Negative reputation

Expertise-based No expertise

No expertise/no reputation

No expertise/positive No expertise/negative

authority information (Condition 1) reputation reputation
250 (16.9%) (Condition 2) (Condition 3)
252 (17.0%) 243 (16.5%)
Expertise Expertise/no reputation Expertise/positive Expertise/negative
information (Condition 4) reputation reputation
243 (16.5%) (Condition 5) (Condition 6)

Total number of
participants

1476 (100%)

246 (16.7%) 242 (16.4%)

Note: Bold values indicate the number (and percentage) of participants per experimental group.
?Only participants who answered the dependent variable questions are included in the analysis.
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information provided in condition 1). The scenarios incor-
porate specific details about either a positive bureaucratic
reputation (conditions 2 & 5) or a negative reputation
(conditions 3 & 6) of EFSA. While the scenario indicating a
positive reputation highlights EFSA’s strong performance,
adherence to legal procedures, and moral standing, por-
traying the agency in a positive manner to participants,
the scenario indicating a negative reputation portrays
EFSA negatively, underscoring its weak track record
across reputational dimensions.

To design the two bureaucratic reputation conditions,
we drew upon the definition provided by Carpenter and
Krause (2012), who conceptualize bureaucratic reputation
as a multidimensional construct encompassing technical,
performative, legal-procedural, and moral aspects of the
organization’s overall conduct (see also Busuioc &
Rimkuté, 2020a; Carpenter, 2010; Rimkuté, 2020a; Varela
Castro et al, 2023). However, to better distinguish the
individual and joint effects of expertise-based authority
and reputation-based authority, we focused solely on the
three  dimensions of  reputation  manipulation
(i.e., performative, legal-procedural, and moral) and omit-
ted the technical dimension in the reputation conditions.
This decision is consistent with a recently validated mea-
sure of multidimensional reputation, developed through
empirical research focused on an EU-level regulatory
agency similar to the EFSA—the European Chemicals
Agency (Overman et al, 2020). This validated measure
identifies three key operational components: performa-
tive, legal-procedural, and moral reputations, indicating
that the empirical disentanglement of the technical and
performative dimensions was not feasible. We follow the
validated reputational measure results (see Overman
et al,, 2020), though we acknowledge a trade-off in our
approach. Our reputational condition may be less effec-
tive in yielding strong positive effects (for positive reputa-
tion manipulation) or negative effects (for adverse
reputation manipulation) on perceptions of legitimacy.

To estimate the effect of expertise, we manipulated
information about EFSA’s scientific expertise in the con-
text of glyphosate risk assessment. We compared the
conditions that did not receive expertise information
(conditions 1, 2, and 3) with those where additional infor-
mation about the three core characteristics of expertise
was provided (conditions 4, 5, and 6). These core charac-
teristics include reliance on (1) scientific experts, (2) scien-
tifically rigorous data adhering to the highest standards,
and (3) rigorous methodologies to assess a wide range of
data. To specify the relevant expertise characteristics in
risk assessment processes, we relied on regulatory science
scholarship (Hood et al, 2001; Peel, 2010). To further
specify these characteristics, we consulted information on
the scientific standards employed in formulating the
glyphosate authorization recommendation, reflecting
EFSA’s actual scientific practices in assessing the potential
link between glyphosate and carcinogenic risks (EFSA,

2015; EPRS, 2018). We concluded the survey with a
debriefing text (see Supplementary Materials S5).

Comprehension checks

Two comprehension check questions were presented to
summarize the text participants were asked to read.
These checks served two purposes: (1) verifying partici-
pants’ understanding of the text, and (2) reinforcing their
comprehension of the text. For further details on the
comprehension checks’ procedures (see Supplementary
Materials S6).

Manipulation checks

All participants were requested to indicate their level of
agreement or disagreement with two manipulation check
questions on a scale ranging from 1 (“Strongly disagree”)
to 7 (“Strongly agree”). A t-test analysis indicated a signifi-
cant difference (t(2, 1474) = —11.561, p <.001) in the
mean responses regarding the manipulation of expertise-
based authority across the various scientific credibility
conditions. Participants who received no information
about expertise displayed a lower average agreement
level (M = 3.8, SE = .06) with the statement “EFSA follows
high scientific standards when evaluating risks to human
health” compared to participants who received informa-
tion about the expertise of EFSA in its glyphosate risk
assessment (M = 4.76, SE = .05).

The analysis of variance (ANOVA) analysis revealed a
statistically significant difference (F(2, 1473) = —598.31,
p <.001) in the mean responses pertaining to the manip-
ulation of reputation-sourced authority across the various
reputation conditions. Pairwise comparison (t(2, 1474)
= —25.19, p < .001) revealed that participants exposed to
information about the negative reputation of EFSA exhib-
ited a significantly lower average agreement level
(M = 2.32, SE = .06) with the statement “EFSA is an orga-
nization with an excellent reputation” compared to partici-
pants who received no information about EFSA’s
reputation (M = 4.34, SE = .06). The average agreement
of participants in the negative reputation condition was
also significantly lower (t(2, 1474) = —33.19, p <.001)
than of participants who received information about the
positive reputation of EFSA (M = 4.97, SE = .06). Finally,
the difference in the agreement with the above state-
ment between participants in the no information and
positive reputation condition was also significant (t
(2,1474) = 7.97, p < .001).

Our results from the comprehension and manipula-
tion checks provide compelling evidence that participants
accurately perceived the information we presented to
them, confirming the successful manipulation of
expertise-based and  reputation-sourced  authority.
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Consequently, we can conclude that the internal validity
of our study is high.

Balance check

Table 1 provides an overview of the experimental groups.
Tables 3A and 4A in S7 (Supplementary Materials) present
balance checks regarding participants’ gender, age, and
party vote across the six experimental groups. ANOVA
and chi-square tests are not significant at the level of
0.05. Therefore, there is no sufficient evidence to reject
the null hypothesis that the experimental groups are
equal in terms of variables of interest. The results show
that random assignment to experimental conditions was
successful, and the participants were largely equally dis-
tributed across experimental conditions in terms of age,
gender, education, and party vote. This further reinforces
our assertion that the internal validity of the experiment
is high.

Operationalization of the outcome variable:
Perceived legitimacy of EFSA

We rely on the literature stream defining agency legiti-
macy as the public’s acceptance of independent agencies
as rightful institutions for policymaking, encompassing
both their processes and decisions made by bureaucrats
within the agency (de Fine Licht et al., 2022; Ruder &
Woods, 2020). We measured our outcome variable using
three survey questions that correspond to the three
aspects of legitimacy proposed by de Fine Licht et al.
(2022): (1) acceptance of the decision-making process;
(2) acceptance of the decision; and (3) trust in the
decision-making agency. These three aspects of legiti-
macy are mutually exclusive analytically, as each focuses
on either the process, the decision itself, or the decision-
maker. To measure perceptions of legitimacy and capture
the three aspects, we adapted the items suggested by de
Fine Licht et al. (2022) and de Fine Licht (2014) for “proce-
dure acceptance” (Q7: | feel that the EFSA evaluation of
glyphosate risks was made in a reasonable way); “decision
acceptance” (Q2: | am willing to accept the recommenda-
tion made by EFSA to use glyphosate in the Netherlands);
and “trust in decision-makers” (Q3: I feel that | can trust
EFSA). Participants were asked to indicate their level of
agreement or disagreement with these three legitimacy
statements on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from
“1—Strongly disagree” to “7—Strongly agree.” The order
of the statements was randomized.

Table 2 presents the mean responses to the three
dependent variable questions across all six conditions.
We observe internal consistency among the responses
to all three legitimacy statements (Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.91). Consequently, we created a legitimacy
index by averaging participants’ answers across the
three measures. This index served as our outcome vari-
able in the models.

Review

TABLE 2 Observed means of the answers to questions measuring
perceived legitimacy of EFSA (N = 1476).

Variable Mean SD

Q1. Procedural acceptance 423 1.56
Q2. Decision acceptance 3.86 1.78
Q3. Trust in decision-makers 4.05 1.69
Overall perceived legitimacy of EFSA (EFSA 4.05 1.54

legitimacy index)

Note: Bold values indicate the legitimacy index, calculated by averaging
participants’ responses across the three measures (Q1-Q3).

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

The descriptive evaluation of our dependent variable
shows that, on average, participants rated EFSA’s legiti-
macy around the midpoint of the 7-point scale. The
results in Table 3 present the average scores of perceived
EFSA legitimacy across the six experimental conditions.

In line with the pre-registration, a full factorial ANOVA
was conducted to examine the primary effects of exper-
tise and reputation, as well as their interaction, on the
perceived legitimacy of EFSA (see Table 4). All effects
were statistically significant at the .05 level. Specifically,
providing information about EFSA’s expertise-based
authority significantly increased the perceived legitimacy
of the agency (F(1, 1476) = 98.94, p < .001). Participants
exposed to the scenario without details about EFSA’s
expertise rated the agency’s legitimacy lower on average
(M = 3.69, SD = 1.53, n = 745) compared to those who
received information about EFSA’s scientific expertise in
conducting glyphosate risk assessments (M = 4.40,
SD = 1.48, n = 731). This finding supports the hypothesis
that expertise positively influences the legitimacy of the
agency (H1).

Furthermore, reputation-sourced authority had a sig-
nificant effect on the perceived legitimacy of EFSA (F
(2, 1476) = 126.22, p < .001). Participants exposed to the
scenario describing a negative reputation of EFSA rated
the agency's legitimacy significantly lower (M = 3.23,
SD = 1.42) compared to those who did not receive any
information about EFSA’s reputation (M = 4.38,
SD = 1.46) and those who were presented with a sce-
nario depicting a positive reputation of EFSA (M = 4.51,
SD = 1.42). This finding provides partial support for the
hypothesis that a positive reputation enhances the legiti-
macy of agency rulemaking (H2).

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the data and illus-
trates that a negative reputation diminishes the perceived
legitimacy of EFSA. In contrast, there is minimal difference
in perceived legitimacy between the conditions where no
information about reputation is provided and where posi-
tive reputation information is provided. We used pairwise
comparisons and standardized effect sizes to further
examine the differences in the effects of reputation across
each condition (Supplementary Materials S9). These
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TABLE 3 Perceived legitimacy estimated means across experimental conditions.

Condition M SE 95% ClI N

Condition 1 no expertise/no reputation 4,03 .09 3.86; 4.20 250
Condition 2 no expertise/negative reputation 274 .09 2.57;2.92 243
Condition 3 no expertise/positive reputation 4.28 .09 4.10; 445 252
Condition 4 expertise/no reputation 4.74 .09 4.57; 491 243
Condition 5 expertise/negative reputation 3.72 .09 3.54;3.89 242
Condition 6 expertise/positive reputation 4.74 .09 4.57;4.92 246
Total 4.05 .04 3.97;4.12 1476

Note: Bold values indicate the estimated means of perceived legitimacy across all experimental conditions.

TABLE 4 Results of factorial ANOVA for perceived legitimacy of
EFSA (N = 1476, adjusted R? = 0.19).

F df P Partial 5>
Model 71.59 5 <.001 0.20
Expertise 98.94 2 <.001 0.09
Reputation 126.22 2 <.001 0.19
Expertise x Reputation 414 2 .016 0.01

comparisons revealed that a negative reputation has a
significant detrimental effect on perceived legitimacy
compared to both no information (t(2, 1476) = —13.03,
p <.001, d = —0.80) and positive reputation information
(t(2, 1476) = 14.47, p < .001, d = —0.90). In both compari-
sons, the effects of a negative reputation are large, con-
firming our hypothesis that a negative reputation
diminishes the perceived legitimacy of an independent
agency (H3).

The comparisons also revealed that there is no statisti-
cally significant difference in the perceived legitimacy of
EFSA in the conditions without information about reputa-
tion and with positive reputation information (t(2, 1476)
=141, p = 477, d = —0.09). We found that a positive
reputation significantly increases perceived legitimacy
only in comparison to a negative reputation, but not com-
pared to the absence of reputation information (the effect
of a positive reputation is both insignificant and very
small, d = 0.09). These results support the hypothesis that
the effects of reputation are asymmetric: the decrease in
perceived legitimacy is greater when the agency’s reputa-
tion is negative than the increase in perceived legitimacy
when the reputation is positive (H4).

Using pairwise comparisons and effect sizes, we fur-
ther examined whether the effect of positive reputation
on perceived agency legitimacy is larger than the effect
of expertise (H5). Depending on the reference point, our
findings yield different implications for the hypothesis.
The effect of expertise was substantially larger (d = 0.47)
compared to the effect of positive reputation when com-
pared to no information about reputation (d = 0.09).
However, a larger effect of reputation than expertise can
be observed when considering the difference in

perceived legitimacy between positive and negative rep-
utation (d = 0.90). Overall, these findings provide only
partial support for H5.

Figures 2 and 3 show the marginal means for the sig-
nificant interaction between reputation and expertise (F
(2, 1476) = 4.14, p = .016). This interaction effect can be
interpreted in two ways: either as a moderating effect of
reputation (Figure 2) or as a moderating effect of exper-
tise (Figure 3). Since we have formulated hypotheses
about both types of moderation, we analyze each one
separately. Figure 2 shows that reputation moderates the
effect of expertise on the perceived legitimacy of EFSA.
While expertise increased the perceived legitimacy of
EFSA across reputation conditions, pairwise comparisons
of means revealed that the effect of expertise is largest
when the agency’s reputation is negative (d = 0.73, 95%
Cl[0.545, 0.912]), compared to its effect when no informa-
tion about the agency’s reputation is provided (d = 0.50,
95% Cl [0.325, 0.684]) and when the information about
the reputation is positive (d = 0.33, 95% CI [0.154, 0.508]).
To evaluate H6 (The positive effect of expertise on perceived
agency legitimacy is larger (smaller) when the reputation of
the agency is positive (negative) than when it is absent), we
need to use the condition of no information about repu-
tation as our reference point. Consequently, we observe
that the interaction between expertise and reputation is
asymmetric, but contrary to the predictions of H6: while
expertise has a smaller effect when the agency is pre-
sented as having a positive reputation compared to when
no reputation information is provided, it has a larger
effect when the agency is presented as having a negative
reputation compared to when no information is provided.

Figure 3 illustrates the moderating effect of expertise
and shows that the effect of a negative reputation on
EFSA’s legitimacy is larger when expertise information is
absent (compared to positive reputation: d = —1.13, 95%
Cl [-1.316, —0.937]; compared to no information:
d = —0.95, 95% CI [—1.135, —0.762]) than when expertise
is present (compared to positive reputation: d = —0.738,
95% ClI [—0.921, —0.554]; compared to no information:
d = —0.73, 95% ClI [-0.915, —0.547]). This is in line with
the hypothesis about the moderating effect of expertise
(H7), which proposes that the effect of a negative
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FIGURE 1 The level of perceived legitimacy across expertise conditions and reputation conditions. The violin plots show the distribution of data.
The white dot shows the median and the vertical narrow shaded box shows the first to third interquartile range.
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FIGURE 2 The figure shows adjusted marginal means for the full
factorial ANOVA model. Reputation is shown as the moderator. The dots
and diamonds show the estimated means, the whiskers show 95%
confidence intervals, and the lines are for indication only.
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FIGURE 3 The figure shows adjusted marginal means for the full
factorial ANOVA model. Expertise is shown as the moderator. The dots,
diamonds, and squares show the estimated means, the whiskers show
95% confidence intervals, and the lines are for indication only.
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reputation on perceived agency legitimacy is smaller
when the agency’s expertise-based authority is present.
In addition, the effect of a positive reputation compared
to no information was small and insignificant both when
expertise was absent (d = 0.17, 95% Cl [—0.000, 0.350])
and when expertise was present (d = —0.000, 95% Cl
[—0.178, 0.176]). For more details, see Supplementary
Materials S10.

To test the robustness of our findings, we examined
whether participants who supported the use of glypho-
sate responded differently to our experimental manipula-
tion compared to those who opposed it or had no
opinion. Our results indicate that the findings remain
robust with the inclusion of this interaction. We also
found that there was no significant interaction effect
between the manipulation of expertise and support for
glyphosate (F(2, 1476) = 1.40, p = .245) and that there
was a significant (at conventional level) interaction
between the manipulation of reputation and support for
glyphosate (F(4, 1476) = 2.43, p = .046). The manipula-
tion affected all three groups similarly, but negative repu-
tation decreased perceived legitimacy the most among
participants who were neutral or did not express an opin-
ion on glyphosate (Mdiff = —1.34), compared to those
who opposed it (Mdiff = —1.01) and those who sup-
ported it (Mdiff = —0.53).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

At its core, our study was motivated by Herbert
A. Simon’s (1957) emphasis on the importance of volun-
tary acceptance for the functioning of bureaucratic orga-
nizations. We examined what characteristics of
bureaucratic agencies enhance their perceived legitimacy.
We focused specifically on the roles of expertise-based
and reputation-sourced authority as critical bureaucratic
legitimacy foundations. Despite their considerable impli-
cations and theoretical grounding (Carpenter, 2001),
these foundations have not yet been subjected to rigor-
ous empirical scrutiny. We addressed this gap with an
original experiment designed to test the individual and
joint effects of expertise-based and reputation-sourced
authority on perceived agency legitimacy. By doing so,
we advance theoretical developments and present novel
empirical evidence that enhances our understanding of
the authority-legitimacy relationship (Carpenter &
Krause, 2015). In addition, our study has implications for
bureaucratic agencies, illustrating how legitimacy can be
constructed or eroded through the interplay between
expertise and reputation.

Specifically, we contribute to a better understanding
of how two complementary authority bases—expertise-
based and reputation-sourced authority—affect the per-
ceived legitimacy of agencies among citizens. The results
of the study empirically validate the theoretical proposi-
tions within the bureaucratic politics literature, suggesting

that expertise-based authority substantially enhances the
perceived legitimacy of independent agencies (Bertelli &
Lewis, 2013; Boushey & McGrath, 2017; Carpenter &
Krause, 2015; Gailmard & Patty, 2007, 2012; Krause, 2013;
Maor, 2007; Moffitt, 2010). Our analysis suggests that the
scientific nature of rulemaking is a fundamental catalyst
for legitimizing agencies and their rulemaking processes
and outputs in the eyes of citizens. Furthermore, our anal-
ysis shows the significant influence of bureaucratic repu-
tation on the perceived legitimacy of regulatory agencies.
While we did not find evidence to support the claim that
a positive multidimensional reputation—encompassing
performative, legal-procedural, and moral aspects—Ileads
to an increase in perceived legitimacy, our data indicate
that possessing an unfavorable multidimensional reputa-
tion significantly diminishes the perceived legitimacy of
regulatory agencies among citizens. This emphasizes the
adverse consequences of an unfavorable reputation on
agency legitimacy. Consequently, our findings offer novel
insights that explain the focus of existing bureaucratic
reputation scholarship on studying how and why agen-
cies communicate in response to negative external
demands that pose substantial reputational threats (Gilad
et al.,, 2015; Maor, 2020; Maor et al,, 2013; Rimkuté & Van
der Voet, 2023).

Furthermore, our study goes beyond examining the
individual effects of expertise and reputation. We uncover
the interactions between these two bases of authority. In
addition to corroborating prior theoretical arguments and
empirical findings, we provide a novel understanding of
the authority-legitimacy relationship by showing that
expertise-based authority moderates the negative impact
of an adverse reputation. Moreover, we identify a moder-
ating effect of reputation on perceived legitimacy: exper-
tise has the largest effect when reputation suffers,
remains important when information about reputation is
unavailable, and has the smallest (though still significant)
effect when an organization enjoys a positive reputation.
This finding suggests that independent agencies are
more vulnerable to reputation-related risks when they
cannot rely on their expertise-based authority, indicating
that expertise is a vital resource, particularly in the con-
text of reputation loss.

Our empirical results correspond with theoretical
observations that bureaucratic expertise acquisition over
time is a core building block for reputation-sourced
authority for regulatory agencies (Bertelli & Busuioc, 2020;
Busuioc & Rimkuté, 2020b; Carpenter, 2001;
Carpenter, 2010; Moffitt, 2010). They also support argu-
ments that explicit references to expertise contribute to
building a durable reputation and are, therefore, essential
for strengthening agency legitimacy (Bertelli & Busuioc,
2020; Busuioc & Rimkuté, 2020b; Carpenter, 2010;
Maor, 2007).

Our findings have significant implications for both the-
ory and practice, underscoring the importance of bureau-
cratic expertise and reputation management in establishing
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and maintaining agency legitimacy, as highlighted by prior
scholarship (Busuioc & Rimkuté, 2020a; Carpenter, 2010;
Carpenter & Krause, 2012; Huang & Provan, 2007; Krause &
Douglas, 2005; Lee & Whitford, 2013; Provan et al,, 2009;
Van der Veer, 2021). In advancing the research agenda, this
study makes several contributions. Firstly, we introduce
expectations informed by diverse literature streams—
bureaucratic politics and cognitive psychology—enabling a
comprehensive account of the multifaceted dynamics
within the authority-legitimacy relationship. Our study theo-
rizes how diverse authority bases contribute to agencies’
legitimacy, refining the theoretical understanding of
authority-legitimacy interactions. Importantly, by experi-
mentally testing these interactions, we advance bureau-
cratic reputation theory, offering causal evidence often
limited by the field’s reliance on observational data. Finally,
consistent with psychological literature, our findings dem-
onstrate that negativity bias strongly influences citizens’
perceptions about bureaucratic institutions, revealing that a
negative reputation has far greater consequences for legiti-
macy than a positive one.

Future research could further theorize, test, and
refine expectations about the conditions under which
reputational factors impact bureaucratic legitimacy. This
study sought to clarify conceptual and operational dis-
tinctions by carefully delineating expertise-based and
reputation-based authority sources. However, opera-
tional trade-offs were necessary to isolate the individual
effects of these authority bases, leading us to exclude
the core dimension of technical reputation from the
vignette experiment’s operationalization of bureaucratic
reputation. Future studies could empirically examine
whether excluding the technical reputation dimension
influenced our findings—particularly the absence of an
effect of positive bureaucratic reputation on citizens'
perceptions of legitimacy. Our results, however, indicate
that the distinction between negative and positive rep-
utation is critical in shaping legitimacy perceptions;
notably, the lack of a technical reputation dimension in
both conditions did not prevent positive and negative
reputations from having distinct effects on legitimacy.
Nonetheless, this conclusion warrants further empirical
validation.

Last but not least, our empirical study was con-
ducted within a specific research context—the
European Regulatory State (Majone, 1999)—focusing on
one EU country (the Netherlands) and one independent
agency (EFSA). While the study demonstrates high inter-
nal validity, its external validity is limited. The findings
may not be applicable to regulatory states outside the
EU, citizens of different countries, or agencies that,
unlike EFSA, place less emphasis on technical aspects in
their daily operations. Specifically, expertise-based
authority plays a central role in the principles and foun-
dations of the European regulatory state and EU-level
agencies (cf. Bunea & Ngrbech, 2022; Busuioc &
Rimkuté, 2020b). EU bureaucracies, such as agencies,

Review

are mandated to deliver credible and timely science-
based solutions for severe societal risks. If these institu-
tions successfully fulfill their core responsibilities, they
are expected to achieve high legitimacy among relevant
stakeholders (Majone, 1999).

We invite future research to further test the robust-
ness of our findings and conclusions across various empir-
ical settings, including different countries, agencies, and
regulatory domains. For instance, comparing how the two
authority = bases—expertise-based and reputation-
sourced—impact legitimacy perceptions in various con-
texts, including regulatory regimes outside the EU, and
across diverse regulatory domains (e.g., health safety,
environmental protection, financial regulation, and secu-
rity), would offer valuable comparative insights. Addition-
ally, examining the generalizability of our results among a
broad range of audiences, including citizens, political
elites, and private interest groups, would further contrib-
ute to a comprehensive understanding of the authority-
legitimacy relationship. Finally, while survey experiments
provide valuable insights by isolating potential con-
founders to observe causal effects, future research should
consider conducting field experiments. They have signifi-
cant potential to reveal how authority-legitimacy dynam-
ics evolve in real-time during actual interactions between
citizens and agencies. Empirical insights gained from
comparative real-world settings could substantially
advance theoretical development in the field.

Despite its specific empirical scope, the study points
to important practical implications for public adminis-
trators and policymakers working within independent
government agencies. First, both expertise-based and
reputation-sourced authority are critical in determining
how citizens perceive the legitimacy of government
agencies. This finding has important implications:
agency officials need to develop and maintain high
levels of technical and scientific expertise and actively
manage the risks of reputation loss. These two bases of
legitimacy interact with each other, therefore, invest-
ment in strengthening the expertise as well as clear
communication of the expertise and scientific rigor
behind regulatory policies can offer effective protection
against (incidental) reputation losses. Second, the study
reveals that while a positive reputation does not signifi-
cantly enhance an agency’s perceived legitimacy, a neg-
ative reputation can severely damage it. As reputational
threats can come from negative publicity and are rein-
forced by the negativity bias of audiences, the develop-
ment of strategies for managing negative publicity to
mitigate the impact of adverse events might be crucial
for bureaucratic legitimacy. Third, when faced with rep-
utational crises, agencies can reinforce their credibility
by emphasizing the expertise and evidence that under-
pin their decisions and policies. This approach can reas-
sure the public that despite negative (often non-expert)
messages, the agency’s performance is based on scien-
tific grounds.
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ENDNOTES

! Independent government agencies are defined as “governmental enti-
ties that (a) possess and exercise some grant of specialized public
authority, separate from that of other institutions, but (b) are neither
directly elected by the people nor directly managed by elected offi-
cials. We exclude from consideration state powers organized within
the bureaucracy, when the exercise of such powers are placed under
the direct control of ministers and the civil service” (Thatcher & Stone
Sweet, 2002, 2).

2 See online pre-registration: https://osf.io/c59jh/?view_only=4901cefb
4eea4152a230b8657205a98f.

3 Compared to the pre-registration, the numbering of the hypotheses
has been adjusted, and “scientific credibility” has been replaced with
“expertise-based authority”.

4 Please consult Kaina (2008) and Rand et al. (2023) for further elabora-
tion on trust and legitimacy relationships.
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