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ABSTRACT
Bureaucratic responsiveness scholarship focused on examining how independent agencies align with the expectations of po-
litical principals and professional standards. However, little is known about how citizens perceive the legitimacy of these
different responsiveness behaviors. To address this gap, we draw on insights from political science, public administration, and
psychology. We hypothesize that three responsiveness signals increase citizens' perceptions of bureaucracies' legitimacy: po-
litical independence, competence, and warmth signals in communication. We draw on a survey experiment in Slovakia and
Finland, manipulating the independence, competence, and warmth of the European Food Safety Authority. The results suggest
that when political representatives contest a scientific agency's advice, signals of competence and warmth strengthen citizens'
legitimacy perceptions of the agency. This study advances responsiveness scholarship by expanding its focus to bureaucratic
responsiveness models that emphasize adherence to professional standards, support from professional peers, and affective
communication with citizens, addressing both cognitive and affective legitimacy evaluations.

1 | Introduction

The question of bureaucratic responsiveness in democratic po-
litical systems has long been a cornerstone of political science
and public administration scholarship (Chaney and Salt-
zstein 1998). Extant scholarship offers a wealth of theoretical
frameworks that discuss diverse models of bureaucratic
responsiveness (e.g., Saltzstein 1992), as well as empirical
studies that investigate under what conditions independent
bureaucracies align their processes, outputs, and behaviors with
either political principals, the public, or the professional stan-
dards they are mandated to uphold (e.g., Erlich et al. 2021;
Porter and Rogowski 2018; Koop and Lodge 2020; Selin 2015;
West and Raso 2013). Significant progress has been made in
understanding patterns of bureaucratic responsiveness across
various political systems (e.g., Bevan 2015; Lee and Park 2021;

Lotta et al. 2023; Rimkutė and van der Voet 2024; Silveira 2024).
However, a critical gap remains: we know little about the extent
to which different bureaucratic responsiveness signals of inde-
pendent government agencies are perceived as legitimate by
citizens.

To address this gap, we propose three sets of hypotheses derived
from interdisciplinary scholarship that specify the conditions
under which independent government agencies are expected to
be perceived as legitimate by the public. First, we build on
bureaucratic politics scholarship that frames bureaucratic
responsiveness along a mandate‐independence continuum
(Saltzstein 1992). “Mandate” denotes full submission to political
actors, while “independence” reflects adherence to professional
standards and resistance to (undue) political pressure. In the
context of independent agencies, we expect that maintaining
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independence and resisting political pressure enhances
perceived legitimacy, whereas signals of submission undermine
it. Second, we examine the conditions under which resisting
political pressure affects citizens' perceptions of legitimacy. We
argue that in politicized contexts, independent agencies can
safeguard their legitimacy by justifying their resistance through
appeals to bureaucratic competence. The delegation of bureau-
cratic discretion to independent agencies rests on their expert
authority (Andersen and Moynihan 2016; Gailmard and
Patty 2007; Pérez‐Durán et al. 2025), with agencies that suc-
cessfully signal competence being more likely perceived as
legitimate (Rimkutė and Mazepus 2023, 2025). Third, we extend
our theoretical framework by integrating social psychological
insights, emphasizing that both competence and warmth shape
citizens' legitimacy perceptions. Specifically, we posit that
signaling warmth, as suggested by psychological research (Fiske
and Dupree 2014; Laustsen and Bor 2017; Eisenbruch and
Krasnow 2022), enhances perceived legitimacy and amplifies
the effects of competence. Following Hansen (2022), (2023), we
define warmth as a set of perceived traits—such as empathy,
sincerity, and compassion—conveyed through bureaucratic
communication, informing citizens' judgments of an indepen-
dent agency's motivations. Warmth refers to perceptions of the
actor's intent—whether they are supportive, benevolent, and act
in the public's best interests (Fiske and Dupree 2014, 13,594). In
contrast, competence concerns whether an actor possesses the
knowledge and expertise to perform their tasks effectively.

We focus on competence and warmth for both empirical and
theoretical reasons. Empirically, prior research demonstrates
that expressions of care and empathy can positively influence
support for public institutions, even when policy outcomes are
unfavorable (Hansen 2023). Theoretically, assessing both
warmth and competence/independence serves as a bridge be-
tween affective and cognitive information processing (Loewen-
stein et al. 2001): Whereas political independence and
competence‐based legitimacy rely primarily on cognitive eval-
uation, warmth introduces an affective dimension that, in
combination with competence signals, engages both affective
and cognitive evaluations processes. By integrating signals of
warmth and competence in bureaucratic responsiveness com-
munications, we capture the full spectrum of citizens' legitimacy
assessments, encompassing cognitive (deliberative/rational) and
affective (emotional) processes as well as their dynamic inter-
action. Furthermore, by highlighting these emotional and rela-
tional dimensions, our framework advances scholarship on
bureaucratic politics and bureaucratic responsiveness in
particular, which—while rich in research on cognitive
aspects—has only recently begun to explore the role of emotion
in bureaucratic politics and public governance more broadly
(Maor et al. 2025; Rimkutė 2025).

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a pre‐registered1 survey
experiment employing a mixed‐methods design. This design
incorporates both between‐subject and within‐subject manipu-
lations of the variables, with data collected from 1519 partici-
pants across two countries, Slovakia and Finland. The
hypothetical scenarios introduced the European Food Safety
Agency's (EFSA) scientific advice on aged meat storage condi-
tions, which were subject to political pressure from the Slovak/
Finnish Parliaments to revise their scientific recommendations.

Our empirical results suggest that, first, signals of independence,
whether in the form of rejection of or submission to political
pressure, do not directly influence participants' perceptions of the
legitimacy of EFSA. Second, we find that borrowed competence
significantly increases participants' perceptions of legitimacy.
Importantly, our experiment shows that EFSA's signal of warmth
increases its perceived legitimacy among participants across both
countries.

Our study makes several contributions. First, it examines a
relatively understudied aspect of bureaucratic responsiveness:
the conditions under which different bureaucratic responsive-
ness behaviors are deemed legitimate by citizens. Existing
research has examined how bureaucracies respond to diverse
stakeholder inputs (e.g., Aleksovska et al. 2022; Van Der
Veer 2021; Rimkutė and van der Voet 2024), the conditions
under which they are most responsive (or resistant) to political
principals (e.g., Lowande 2019; Silveira 2024), which public al-
legations influence bureaucratic responsiveness prioritization
decisions (e.g., DiVettimo and Koop 2025; Gilad et al. 2015;
Maor et al. 2013; Rimkutė 2020), and the role of media salience
in shaping responsiveness decisions (e.g., Erlich et al. 2021;
Salomonsen et al. 2021). The citizen‐centric perspective on the
legitimacy of bureaucratic responsiveness, however, remains
relatively under‐investigated. This omission is significant, given
the foundational role of bureaucracies in serving the interests
and following the wishes of the public (Saltzstein 1992). Second,
we advance bureaucratic responsiveness scholarship by inte-
grating perspectives from bureaucratic politics, regulatory
governance, and social psychology. While prior research has
extensively explored bureaucratic competence and its impact on
citizens' legitimacy perceptions (e.g., Rimkutė and Maze-
pus 2023, 2025), the role of warmth and its interaction with
competence and political independence—engaging both cogni-
tive and affective information processing—remains under-
examined. By addressing this gap, we propose a novel research
agenda in bureaucratic responsiveness, legitimacy, and agency
governance scholarship, highlighting warmth (i.e., affective
cues) as a promising avenue for future inquiry, as evidenced by
our findings. Third, this study offers valuable insights for
practice by informing effective public communication ap-
proaches to strengthen bureaucratic legitimacy. Our findings
highlight the crucial role of effectively communicating compe-
tence and sending warmth signals to the public. This matters
because legitimacy perceptions underpin public compliance
with regulatory decisions, especially in domains marked by
scientific complexity. When citizens perceive non‐majoritarian
institutions as legitimate and trustworthy, they are more likely
to rely on the information provided, follow through with the
implementation of the recommended policies, and support the
agency's broader mandate (Tyler 2006; Smith and Yackee 2025;
Zhelyazkova et al. 2025).

2 | Theoretical Framework

Just as perceptions of legitimacy are crucial for voluntary
compliance with rules issued by different types of political au-
thorities (Levi 1997; Mazepus and van Leeuwen 2020;
Tyler 2006), they play an equally important role in shaping
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public acceptance of the decisions of bureaucratic authorities,
including independent government agencies. We adopt the
notion of agency legitimacy as defined by Rimkutė and Maze-
pus (2025, 1495): “the public's acceptance of agency policies, the
processes governing policy creation, and the agency responsible
for policy formulation.” This definition builds on the broader
concept of empirical legitimacy in political psychology, which
centers on citizens' belief that authorities have the rightful
mandate to govern and that their decisions deserve compliance
(de Fine Licht 2014; de Fine Licht et al. 2022; Tyler 2006).
Empirical legitimacy, in this understanding, rests on citizens'
trust in institutional intentions—particularly the expectation that
authority will be exercised fairly and in the public interest—and
a felt obligation to accept institutional decisions (Levi et al. 2009;
Jackson and Gau 2016). Trust and acceptance, therefore,
constitute the two dimensions of agency legitimacy as defined in
our study. Below, we introduce our hypotheses on the effects of
political independence, bureaucratic competence, and warmth
signals on citizens' legitimacy perceptions.

2.1 | Political Independence: The Effects of
Submission to and Rejection of Political Pressure

The dominant understanding of bureaucratic responsiveness
holds that independent bureaucracies are designed to be
responsive to political representatives, who mediate public
preferences. As Saltzstein (1992, 66) notes, “even though a
balance between efficiency and responsiveness must be main-
tained, the ultimate policy initiative should rest with the elected
representatives”. However, alternative models highlight the
importance of bureaucratic independence and emphasize
agencies' impartial, expertise‐driven decision‐making. Specif-
ically, it highlights that bureaucracies in democratic systems are
tasked with “represent [ing] the state in interactions with the
public” (Saltzstein 1992, 65). This shifts the focus from merely
representing political preferences to embodying Weberian
principles of rational‐legal authority and professional norms:
“Commitment to professional standards and professional norms
became one of the guides and constraints that shaped the
behavior of rangers, on their own and far from central super-
vision” (G. Miller 2000, 320). In this model, bureaucrats act
independently rather than passively submitting to political
pressures: “Such a model may be fashioned on views of bu-
reaucrats acting as representatives of the state or responding to
either elected officials or the public at the independence end of
the mandate‐independence continuum” (Saltzstein 1992, 71).
Bureaucratic professionalism thus serves as an internal check,
constraining and guiding responsiveness decisions (G. J. Miller
and Whitford 2016).

Scholarship on agency governance, in particular, highlights
agency independence as an emerging international norm (Koop
and Kessler 2021). Political independence refers to “the degree
to which the day‐to‐day activities of regulatory agencies are
formed without the interference of politicians and/or consider-
ation of politicians' preferences” (Hanretty and Koop 2012, 199).
This definition captures the multidimensional nature of inde-
pendence, encompassing agencies' autonomy in operations,
their capacity to resist political interference, and their ability to

uphold regulatory decisions against political challenges (Koop
and Jordana 2022). The primary aim of such agencies is to
provide policy recommendations free from political coercion,
ensuring impartiality and credibility (Alon‐Barkat and
Busuioc 2025). By remaining insulated from electoral politics,
independent agencies are better positioned to ensure long‐term
regulatory stability and develop expertise‐driven, credible solu-
tions. While accountable to political actors, their substantive
work is designed to be shielded from political interference,
relying on scientific processes and evidence‐based decision‐
making.

Against this backdrop, we expect that independent agencies
increase their legitimacy when they clearly signal political
independence—the very rationale for their delegated authority
(Koop and Jordana 2022). This means demonstrating the ability
to resist political pressures that could compromise their core
tasks—whether technical conclusions, legal procedures, or
other bureaucratic functions defined in their mandates.
Accordingly, we expect that signals of submission to political
pressure undermine legitimacy in the eyes of citizens, while
emphasizing independence strengthens it:

H1a. (Submission): Submission to political pressure decreases the
perceived legitimacy of independent government agencies.

H1b. (Rejection): Rejection of political pressure increases the
perceived legitimacy of independent government agencies.

2.2 | Bureaucratic Competence

Beyond independence, bureaucratic competence—particularly in
the form of specialized scientific expertise—is a fundamental
source of legitimacy for government agencies (Pérez‐Durán
et al. 2025). We argue that bureaucratic competence legitimizes
agency independence by enabling agencies to justify their rejec-
tion of political pressure. Bureaucratic competence can stem from
two sources: (1) internal expertise‐based authority (scientific
competence) and (2) external validation by recognized epistemic
authorities (borrowed scientific competence). This argument
builds on bureaucratic politics scholarship, which identifies
expert‐based and transactional authority as key mechanisms
through which agencies resist political control and influence
(Bertelli and Busuioc 2021; D. Carpenter 2001). Building on these
insights, we argue that competence—whether internally rooted
or externally validated—acts as a legitimacy mechanism that
justifies agency independence from political pressure, as detailed
in the following two subsections.

2.2.1 | The Effects of Signaling Scientific Competence

The delegation of independent responsibilities to government
agencies is primarily driven by their expertise and technical
competencies, with bureaucrats further reinforcing this inde-
pendence through continuous investment in capacity‐building
and specialized knowledge (Gailmard and Patty 2007; Ander-
sen and Moynihan 2016). A key aspect of agency legitimacy lies
in the ability to cultivate the perception—among political
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authorities and broader audiences—that agencies possess the
expertise necessary for their roles in democratic policymaking
(Rimkutė and Mazepus 2023, 2025). As D. Carpenter and
Krause (2015, 8) note, “[f]or bureaucratic agents to possess and
maintain legitimacy in the eyes of political authorities, they
must possess sufficient expertise to inspire respect and confi-
dence.” The legitimacy of independent agencies, therefore,
hinges on the inherently technical nature of their tasks, which
demand the application of expert knowledge (Olsen 2006).

We posit that rejecting political interference based on scientific
competence enhances citizens' perceptions of agency legitimacy.
This expectation builds on bureaucratic politics scholarship,
which emphasizes expertise‐based authority and the strategic
cultivation of knowledge as key to legitimizing agencies vis‐à‐vis
political actors (D. Carpenter and Krause 2015; Gailmard and
Patty 2007; Bertelli and Lewis 2012). When agencies justify their
resistance to political pressure by invoking scientific reasoning,
they signal that decisions are grounded in professional stan-
dards and the authority of expertise (Christensen 2021;
Maor 2007). Such signals are likely to strengthen legitimacy
perceptions among external stakeholders, including citizens,
even when policy positions diverge from those of elected
representatives:

H2a. (signal of scientific competence): Signaling scientific
grounds as the source of advice increases the perceived legitimacy
of independent government agencies.

2.2.2 | The Effects of Signaling Borrowed Scientific
Competence

Furthermore, we argue that, beyond internal scientific compe-
tence, external validation by reputable scientific authorities
significantly increases agency legitimacy. This expectation draws
on bureaucratic reputation scholarship, particularly the concept
of transactional authority, which highlights the importance of
external support networks in enabling agencies to resist political
interference. As D. Carpenter and Krause (2015, 8) note, trans-
actional authority is “a form of relational authority” shaped by
both principals and agents and influenced by third parties or
external audiences. External approval—termed “coalitions of
esteem” (D. P. Carpenter 2000, 124)—can empower agencies to
withstand political pressure or, as Bertelli and Busuioc (2021)
suggest, even evade accountability requirements, because the
support of reputable audiences strengthens an agency's position
relative to political principals (E. M. Busuioc and Lodge 2016).

Bertelli and Busuioc (2021) further argue that political actors
may find it difficult to dismiss agencies' scientifically grounded
recommendations when these are endorsed by influential
external coalitions. This is consistent with the view that
bureaucratic authority is socially constructed: both agencies and
political actors operate within broader audience networks that
confer or withhold legitimacy. However, not all audiences wield
equal influence (M. Busuioc and Rimkutė 2020). In our “bor-
rowed competence” argument, we posit that support from
respected professional authorities is particularly potent in
legitimizing agency resistance to political pressure in the eyes of

citizens. When such audiences endorse an agency's scientific
recommendations, they provide a powerful signal that
strengthens the agency's scientific authority and shields it from
political contestation:

H2b. (signal of borrowed scientific competence): Signaling
reputable authority's endorsement of the advice increases the
perceived legitimacy of independent government agencies.

2.3 | Affective Signals: The Effects of Warmth

Existing research informed by social psychology and experi-
mental political science highlights the role of warmth in eval-
uations of political leaders and civil servants. Warmth is found
to be especially salient in electoral contexts (Laustsen and
Bor 2017; Bor and Laustsen 2022; Laustsen et al. 2025) and has
been identified as the primary trait used to assess the trust-
worthiness of potential cooperation partners in ancestral envi-
ronments (Eisenbruch and Krasnow 2022). Furthermore,
experimental studies in public administration demonstrated
that warmth significantly boosts support for bureaucrats, even
when outcomes are unfavorable (Hansen 2022, 2023). These
studies relied on direct trait descriptions to manipulate
warmth—e.g., describing civil servants as “friendly, kind,
likable, good‐natured” (Hansen 2023) or politicians as “honest”
(Laustsen and Bor 2017). However, it remains unclear how
warmth shapes legitimacy perceptions when it is conveyed not
through explicit descriptions of an actor's traits, but through the
content and tone of (bureaucratic) communication directed at
citizens in politicized contexts. This question is particularly
salient in contexts where direct interactions between bureau-
cracies and the public are limited, and where the “actor” in
question is not an identifiable individual but a large, complex,
and distant bureaucratic institution.

To address this gap, we build on psychology scholarship to
argue that warmth signals play an important role in reducing
the uncertainty citizens experience when evaluating distant
government agencies, whose communications are typically
impersonal, technical, and complex. Effective signals of warmth
could be particularly important in the context of technocratic
bodies, because they could aid building legitimacy in the
absence of other information that reveals the intentions of these
remote institutions. Warmth signals activate affective evaluation
processes by communicating that the agency is motivated to use
its authority for the benefit of the public rather than for narrow
or partisan interests (Fiske et al. 2007; Hansen 2023). In the
context of independent agencies—whose distance from citizens
may make their intentions opaque—warmth signals offer
important information about sincerity of intents and can
constitute an alternative path to legitimation. When agencies
convey warmth in their communication, citizens are likely to
infer that the agency cares about their well‐being, listens to their
concerns, and will apply its expertise in a way that aligns with
the public interest (Laustsen and Bor 2017; Hansen 2022). This
affective reassurance is essential in contexts where independent
regulators exercise authority without direct public mandate,
providing an affective foundation for perceived legitimacy.
Thus, we expect that when independent agencies communicate
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with warmth, they foster perceptions of care and empathy
strengthening their legitimacy in the eyes of citizens:

H3. (warmth): A signal of warmth increases the perceived legit-
imacy of independent government agencies.

We further argue that the affective cues—warmth signals—are
assessed alongside cognitive cues—i.e., competence signals—in
shaping how citizens evaluate the legitimacy of government
agencies. Specifically, social psychological research has shown
that both competence and warmth dimensions “account almost
entirely for how people characterize others” (Fiske et al. 2007,
77; Eisenbruch and Krasnow 2022). While competence is likely
to be assessed through cognitive processing, judging whether
someone has the knowledge and ability to act effectively (Fiske
and Dupree 2014, 13,594), warmth is likely to be evaluated
affectively, revealing whether someone is well‐intentioned and
likely to act in our interest. In this sense, warmth signals that an
agency not only has the capacity to act but also the intention to
do so in a way that supports citizens' well‐being and values.

Given the centrality of competence and warmth in social evalu-
ations (Laustsen et al. 2025), we argue that their effects on legit-
imacy perceptions are interdependent. Competence signals an
agency's capacity for effective action, while warmth conveys
benevolent intent; together, they jointly inform judgments of
agency legitimacy. Specifically, we posit that warmth enhances
the effect of competence on perceived legitimacy. This expecta-
tion builds on scholarship arguing that citizens' assessments
emerge from the interplay of cognitive and affective processes
(Loewenstein et al. 2001). Citizens do not evaluate competence in
a vacuum; rather, their emotional appraisal of an agency's in-
tentions shapes how they interpret its scientific competences.
When warmth is perceived, competence signals may be inter-
preted more favorably and weighted more heavily in legitimacy
judgments. In this way, warmth functions as an affective lens
through which competence is filtered. This dynamic is particu-
larly consequential in contexts of limited personal contact or in-
formation, where citizens rely on indirect cues to form their
legitimacy judgments. It suggests that affective impressions
(warmth) and cognitive evaluations (competence) are not inde-
pendent channels but mutually reinforcing components of legit-
imacy perceptions:

H4a. (warmth)competence): A signal of warmth increases the
effect of competence on the perceived legitimacy of independent
government agencies.

Next, we argue that warmth alone is not sufficient to generate
legitimacy if the broader institutional context casts doubt on the
agency's political independence. In the context of independent
government agencies, warmth signals are evaluated against the
expectation of political neutrality and expertise‐based decision‐
making (Hanretty and Koop 2012; Koop and Jordana 2022). If
an agency is perceived as submitting to political pressure,
warmth cues may be reinterpreted not as authentic expressions
of public concern but as strategically motivated rhetoric
designed to curry favor with political principals or specific
constituencies. In such cases, warmth loses its diagnostic value
as a signal of empathy, sincerity, or trustworthiness and may
instead be viewed as instrumental or insincere.

This argument is consistent with evidence that warmth is most
powerful in signaling honesty when it is not contradicted by
contextual cues of concealed motives. In ancestral environ-
ments, warmth served as an indicator of cooperative intent
precisely because it was difficult to fake in sustained, face‐to‐
face interactions (Eisenbruch and Krasnow 2022). In modern
political communication, by contrast, warmth cues—especially
when conveyed indirectly, such as through institutional
messaging rather than personal traits—are more likely to be
questioned when they conflict with situational factors that
suggest strategic behavior. Therefore, when an independent
agency is seen as politically pliant, citizens may discount
warmth cues as politically motivated communication rather
than impartial and genuine expressions of concern for the
public interest. We argue that submission to political pressure
undermines the institutional credibility required for warmth to
be interpreted as sincere. As a result, we expect that the positive
effect of warmth on perceived legitimacy should be attenuated
in contexts where agencies yield to political interference:

H4b. (independence)warmth): Submission to political pressure
decreases the effect of warmth on the perceived legitimacy of in-
dependent government agencies.

3 | Methodology

3.1 | Case Selection: Agency, Policy Issue,
Countries

Our survey experiment focuses on the European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA), an EU‐level regulatory agency that provides
independent scientific advice on food‐related risks to protect
European consumers. EFSA communicates health risks and
informs EU food safety laws and regulations, and all 27 member
states are expected to follow its scientific recommendations. Yet
these recommendations often enter national political arenas,
where governments and political actors may publicly contest the
agency's authority or question the implications of its scientific
advice. As Escalante‐Block (2024) notes, such politicization
brings decisions made at higher governance levels into the
public sphere, where legitimacy can be strengthened or weak-
ened depending on how supranational authority is framed. This
dynamic creates conditions in which EU agencies must operate
under fluctuating levels of public visibility. Our study therefore
embeds EFSA's communications in scenarios that reflect
national‐level political pressure, because these moments of
politicization are precisely when the legitimacy of supranational
regulatory bodies becomes most contested—and when diverse
agency responsiveness signals, as we hypothesize above, are
expected to shape how citizens evaluate their legitimacy.

The experimental scenario presents a scientific food safety
recommendation from EFSA on the safety of aged meat—a real‐
world issue. In its recent scientific opinion, EFSA concluded
that aged meat poses no greater risk than fresh meat when
properly stored (European Food Safety Authority 2023) and is-
sued regulatory guidelines for safe storage, to be followed by the
food industry and restaurants (see Supplementary Online Mate-
rials 4 (S4)). We chose this salient topic to enhance ecological
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validity and ensure participants could easily relate to and un-
derstand the issue.

We recruited participants from two relatively understudied non‐
Western European Union members—Slovakia and Finland—to
test our hypotheses in contexts with differing trust gaps between
national and EU institutions. In Slovakia, trust in national in-
stitutions is low (30%; Eurofound 2021), while trust in EU in-
stitutions is higher (50%; Eurobarometer 2021). In contrast,
Finland shows high trust in both national (63%) and EU in-
stitutions (50%). Furthermore, the countries share relevant
features for comparative analysis: both are parliamentary re-
publics with similar populations and equal representation in the
European Parliament (see S9). They differ, however, in EU
accession dates (1995 vs. 2004), regional placement, strengths of
democratic institutions, and levels of domestic political trust.
These contrasts allow us to examine whether the effects of
bureaucratic communication hold across contexts with varying
national trust, while minimizing institutional confounds. Since
the scenario features an EU agency rejecting national political
pressure, we also conducted additional analyses to assess cross‐
country differences in citizens' legitimacy perceptions across our
experimental groups (see Supporting Information S1: S10).

3.2 | Sample Characteristics and Research Setting

We conducted our study with a quota‐based samples of Finnish
and Slovak citizens (NFIN = 747, NSK = 772, N = 1519). Survey
company Flycatcher handled participant recruitment through
their partner agencies in Slovakia and Finland in May‐June
2023. Prior to data collection, the experiment received favor-
able ethical review from the relevant ethics committee (see
Supporting Information S1: S2).

A quota sampling strategy was employed to approximate a
representative sample in terms of age, sex, education, and
geographical regions in both countries. Our sample consists of
50% women, 16% of respondents completed primary education,
54.4% secondary education, 29.6% tertiary education, and the
respondents are on average 46 years old (SD = 17.50).2 Infor-
mation in Supporting Information S1: S3 (Supporting
Information S1: Tables S1 & S2) compares the characteristics of
the two‐country sample with population statistics. The com-
parison suggests that our samples are largely representative.
However, compared to official population data, in the Slovak
sample, individuals from Western Slovakia, aged 35–54, or with
primary or secondary education are slightly underrepresented,
as are residents of Länsi‐Suomi in Finland. These minor dis-
crepancies may limit the external validity of the study. We
therefore emphasize cautious interpretation of generalizability
and encourage future research using larger, nationally repre-
sentative samples to validate and extend our findings.

3.3 | Pre‐Treatment Questions

Before receiving treatment, participants answered several ques-
tions assessing their familiarity with EFSA and the issue of aged

meat safety.We asked participants to indicate the extent to which
they agree or disagreewith the following statements on a scale of 1
(“fully disagree”) to 7 (“fully agree”): “I am very familiar with the
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) and the tasks it performs”
and “I am familiar with the risk assessment carried out by the
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) on aged meat.” The
findings indicate that most participants had limited familiarity
with both the agency and the risk assessment carried out by EFSA
on aged meat safety. More specifically, less than one third of
participants agreed with the statement that they are very familiar
with EFSA 28%, (M = 3.50, SD= 1.46,N = 1540), and EFSA's risks
assessment on risks associatedwith agedmeat use (22%,M = 3.25,
SD = 1.51, N = 1540). We also assessed participants' meat‐eating
behavior, finding only 5% identified as vegetarian.

These findings have two key implications for our experiment.
First, participants' limited familiarity with EFSA enabled
effective manipulation of perceived independence, competence,
and warmth, as confirmed by manipulation checks (see section
“Experimental design and procedures”), since they held few
prior judgments about the agency. Second, with 95% of partic-
ipants consuming meat, the issue of aged meat safety could be
assumed to be directly relevant, enhancing participants'
engagement with the stimuli. However, we acknowledge that in
contexts where the agency is more visible or publicly contested,
pre‐existing attitudes might moderate the effects of indepen-
dence, competence, and warmth.

3.4 | Experimental Design and Procedures

To test the hypotheses, we employed a pre‐registered survey
experiment. The study used a mixed design with both between‐
subject and within‐subject manipulations of variables (see sur-
vey flow in Supporting Information S1: S8).

First, a factorial experimental design was utilized to examine the
effects of independence and competence. Participants were
randomly assigned to one of six conditions each involving a hy-
pothetical scenario that provided information about the EU
agency's response to national political pressure. The between‐
subject manipulation consisted of a 2 (submission to political
pressure; rejection of political pressure) by 3 (signal of scientific
competence; signal of borrowed competence; no signal of
competence) design, resulting in six distinct experimental con-
ditions (see Supporting Information S1: S4 for the exact text in
each condition).

In the baseline between‐subject scenario, the EU‐level agency
issues a scientific recommendation based on a risk assessment.
The scenario introduces serving aged meat as a growing practice
in the food industry and restaurants, highlighting limited scien-
tific knowledge about its safety. It then presents EFSA's assess-
ment of foodborne illness risks linked to aged meat and its
subsequent recommendation to national authorities. EFSA ad-
vises implementing storage rules, including precise guidelines for
temperature (−0.5°C–3.0°C), humidity (75%–85%), and airflow
(0.2–0.5 m/s for up to 35 days), to ensure consumer safety.
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EFSA's political independence was manipulated by adding in-
formation about its response to national political pressure. In
addition to the baseline scenario, participants read either that
EFSA submitted to or rejected such pressure. In the submission
condition, EFSA responds to the Slovak/Finnish Parliament by
announcing it will adjust its scientific recommendations to align
with parliamentary preferences. In the rejection condition,
EFSA asserts its independence, stating it will not alter its advice
to accommodate political demands.

To design the competence manipulations, we drew on the
concepts of expertise‐based and reputation‐sourced authority
from legitimacy research (Bertelli and Busuioc 2021; Rimkutė
and Mazepus 2025). Expertise‐based authority signals that
policy outputs follow the “scientific gold standard” and reflect
expert knowledge (Rimkutė and Mazepus 2025). In contrast,
reputation‐sourced authority relies on endorsement from pro-
fessional audiences (Bertelli and Busuioc 2021; E. M. Busuioc
and Lodge 2016). In the scientific competence condition, par-
ticipants were told EFSA's advice was based on studies
showing that harmful molds and bacteria (e.g., Penicillium
spp., Salmonella spp.) can develop under improper storage
conditions—excessive temperature, low humidity, poor airflow,
and prolonged storage. In the borrowed competence condition,
EFSA's conclusions were described as endorsed by respected
global regulatory bodies (e.g., WHO, Japan's Food Safety
Commission, New Zealand Food Safety, and the Canadian
Food Inspection Agency), signaling reputation‐sourced
authority.

Second, after random assignment to one of the six conditions
and completion of the dependent variable measures, all partic-
ipants received a within‐subject warmth manipulation. They
then answered the same questions measuring the dependent
variable, namely EFSA's perceived legitimacy. The warmth
manipulation featured a real‐world EFSA statement expressing
empathy, care, and concern for consumers and their families
(European Food Safety Authority 2021) (see Supporting
Information S1: S4).

3.5 | Operationalization of the Outcome Variable:
Perceived Legitimacy of EFSA

We follow scholarship that defines agency legitimacy as public
recognition of independent agencies as legitimate policymakers,
based on both their procedures and decisions (de Fine Licht
et al. 2022; Rimkutė and Mazepus 2025). To measure this, we
adapted items from de Fine Licht et al. (2022) and de Fine
Licht (2014) reflecting three analytically distinct dimensions:
procedure acceptance (Q1: I am convinced that EFSA's evalua-
tion of aged meat risks was made in a reasonable way), decision
acceptance (Q2: I would support my government accepting
EFSA's recommendation), and trust in decision‐makers (Q3: I
feel that I can trust EFSA). A fourth item captured behavioral
intentions (Q4: I would prefer to dine at restaurants that follow
EFSA's recommendations). Participants responded on a 7‐point
Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 7 = Strongly agree), with
item order randomized.

4 | Analysis and Results

4.1 | Checks: Attention, Comprehension, and
Manipulation

Attention and comprehension checks were used to assess par-
ticipants' engagement and understanding of the text. The
attention check (“To let us know that you are reading, please pick
green from the list of colors below”) verified careful reading,
while the comprehension check (“In the scenario you read, what
was EFSA's recommendation about?”) assessed understanding of
the topic. Results show that 97% passed the attention check, and
most participants correctly identified aged meat safety as the
central policy issue across all conditions (see S5).

To assess the success of the experiment, we tested whether the
independence and competence manipulations were perceived as
intended. For political independence, we asked participants:
‘EFSA's final recommendation was independent from the views of
the Finnish/Slovak politicians’ (1 = Not independent at all,
7 = Fully independent). A t‐test confirmed that the manipula-
tion worked as expected: participants in the subjection condi-
tion rated the agency as less independent than those in the
rejection condition (Mdiff = −0.651, t (2, 1482) = −7.5807,
p < 0.001).

To test the competence manipulation, we used three questions.
Two key items—“To what extent has EFSA explained the scien-
tific grounds of its decision?” (1 = No scientific explanation at all
to 7 = Sound scientific explanation) and “How would you eval-
uate EFSA's competence?” (1 = Fully incompetent to 7 = Fully
competent)—assessed whether additional expertise information
shaped perceptions. As expected, providing additional scientific
competence related information affected responses to these two
questions. The results of ANOVAs (F (3, 1491) = 30.32,
p < 0.001) and pairwise comparisons indicate that, on average,
participants perceived EFSA as having explained the scientific
grounds for its decision significantly more in the conditions
signaling competence (“Scientific competence”: Mdiff = 0.62;
“Borrowed competence”: Mdiff = 0.69) than in the “No compe-
tence information” condition. Similarly, participants evaluated
EFSA's competence more favorably in the two competence‐
signaling conditions (“Scientific competence”: Mdiff = 0.26;
“Borrowed competence”: Mdiff = 0.36) than in the “No compe-
tence information” condition. In both cases, there was no sta-
tistically significant difference between the “Borrowed
competence” and “Scientific competence” conditions. This
aligns with the intended effect of the competence manipulation.

The third question tested whether participants in the “Borrowed
competence” condition responded differently than those in the
“Scientific competence” condition to the following item: “To
what extent did EFSA rely on other reputable agencies to explain
its recommendation?” (1 = Did not rely at all, 7 = Fully relied).
ANOVA results (F (3, 1491) = 36.86, p < 0.001) and pairwise
comparisons confirmed that participants in the “Borrowed
competence” condition perceived significantly greater reliance
on other agencies compared to both the “Scientific competence”
(Mdiff = 0.67, SE = 0.1) and “No competence information”
(Mdiff = 0.82, SE = 0.1) conditions. No significant difference
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emerged between the latter two, confirming the distinctiveness
of the “Borrowed competence” manipulation. See S5 (Tables
S5–S11) for detailed results.

Finally, to assess whether participants perceived the warmth
manipulation as intended, we asked: “In your view, to what
extent was EFSA's message representative of caring?” (1 = Not
caring at all, 7 = Very caring). On average, participants
perceived the message as somewhat caring (M = 4.4, SD = 1.49,
N = 1477).

In summary, the attention, comprehension, and manipulation
checks show that participants engaged carefully and that our
manipulations of political independence and competence were
effective, supporting the study's high internal validity.

4.2 | Perceived Legitimacy Index

To assess whether our measures accurately captured the
perceived legitimacy of EFSA and its scientific recommenda-
tion, we examined the mean responses to the four items (see
Supporting Information S1: Table S12 in S6) and found high
internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha = 0.90). As preregis-
tered, we averaged these items into a legitimacy index, which
served as the dependent variable in our hypothesis tests. The
descriptive analysis of our dependent variable indicates that, on
average, participants rated EFSA's legitimacy around the
midpoint of the 7‐point scale. Supporting Information S1: Table
S13 (S7) presents the average perceived legitimacy scores of
EFSA across the six experimental conditions.

4.3 | Citizens' Perceptions of EFSA Legitimacy:
The Effect of National‐Level Political Pressure

To assess EFSA's baseline perceived legitimacy and examine
whether political pressure from national actors affects it, we
conducted an initial (non‐preregistered) analysis. Specifically,
we compared the legitimacy ratings between a control
group—exposed to the baseline scenario without political
pressure3—and groups receiving political pressure signals (see
S4). This allowed us to evaluate EFSA's default legitimacy and
the potential negative effects of national political interference on
its scientific recommendations.

ANOVA results revealed significant differences between the
baseline condition and those signaling both rejection and sub-
mission to national political pressure (F (2, 1766) = 11.64,
p < 0.001). Perceived legitimacy was significantly higher in the
baseline condition (M = 4.64, SE = 0.08) than in both the
rejection (M = 4.20, SE = 0.046) and submission conditions. A
similar pattern was observed for the competence conditions
under national political pressure. ANOVA indicated a signifi-
cant difference (F (3, 1765) = 9.78, p < 0.001) in mean perceived
legitimacy between the baseline condition (M = 4.64, SE = 0.08)
and the conditions with national‐level objection but varying in
competence signals: no competence signal (M = 4.13,
SE = 0.06), scientific competence (M = 4.21, SE = 0.06), and
borrowed competence (M = 4.34, SE = 0.06).

In sum, this result indicates that political objections to indepen-
dent government agencies—in this case, EFSA—significantly
reduce their perceived legitimacy among citizens. It also high-
lights the importance of examining factors such as political in-
dependence, competence, and warmth, which we hypothesize to
restore EFSA's perceived legitimacy in such contexts.

4.4 | The Effects of Independence and
Competence on Perceived Legitimacy

To test the effects of independence and competence manipula-
tions on perceived legitimacy of EFSA and its scientific
recommendation, we conducted a full factorial ANOVA4

(Table 1). The model revealed no significant effect of indepen-
dence (F (1, 1513) = 0.68, p = 0.410). Thus, the results do not
support H1a (submission to political pressure decreases legiti-
macy) or H1b (rejection of political pressure increases legitimacy).

While the model explains only a small share of variance in the
dependent variable, it shows a significant effect of competence
(F (2, 1513) = 3.26, p = 0.004). Analysis of marginal means
(Supporting Information S1: Table S14 in S7) and pairwise
comparisons (Table 2) indicates that information about EFSA's
reliance on other international expert agencies increased its
perceived legitimacy compared to the no‐competence‐
information condition. The effect of borrowed competence
was small but significant (d = 0.16, 95% CI [0.282; 0.036]).

The results support the hypothesis H2b, which states that
signaling a reputable authority's endorsement of the advice in-
creases the perceived legitimacy of independent government
agencies. However, we find no support for H2a, which posits
that highlighting scientific grounds as the source of advice en-
hances perceived legitimacy. Figure 1 shows the distribution of
perceived legitimacy across experimental conditions (see also
Supporting Information S1: Figure S1 in S10).

4.5 | The Effects of Warmth on Perceived
Legitimacy

To test the within‐subject effect of warmth (H3) and its inter-
action with the between‐subject conditions (H4a, H4b), we ran a
mixed ANOVA. The model confirmed the significant effect of
the between‐subject manipulation on perceived legitimacy (F (5,
1479) = 2.78, p = 0.017, η2p = 0.009). In addition, the within‐
subject manipulation of warmth had a significant positive ef-
fect on the perceived legitimacy of EFSA (F (1, 1473) = 8.65,
p = 0.003, η2p = 0.006), supporting hypothesis H3 that a signal of

TABLE 1 | Results of full factorial ANOVA for the perceived
legitimacy of EFSA's decision. (N = 1519, adjusted R2 = 0.004).

F Df p Partial η2

Model 2.10 5 0.063 0.007

Competence 3.26 2 0.039 0.004

Independence 0.68 1 0.410 0.000

Competence x independence 1.64 2 0.194 0.002
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warmth increases the perceived legitimacy of independent
government agencies. Although the observed effects of warmth
are small, they suggest that even a rather subtle, single‐instance
communication of warmth can positively influence perceptions
of legitimacy.

The overall interaction between warmth and the two other
factors—independence and competence—was not statistically
significant (F (5, 1473)= 1.85, p = 0.099). While the results do not
support Hypothesis H4b—that submission to political pressure
diminishes the effect of warmth on the perceived legitimacy of in-
dependent government agencies—pairwise comparisons revealed
notable patterns related to competence (H4a: a signal of warmth
increases the effect of competence on the perceived legitimacy of
independent government agencies). When EFSA was portrayed as
independent and relying on borrowed competence, the signal of

warmth increased the perceived legitimacy significantly, from
4.32 (SE= 0.08) to 4.49 (SE= 0.09),Mdiff = 0.17, t (2, 246)= 4.325,
p < 0.001. Similarly, when EFSA was presented as independent
and relying on scientific competence, warmth increased the
perceived legitimacy significantly, from 4.27 (SE = 0.08) to 4.38
(SE = 0.09), Mdiff = 0.11, t (2, 245) = 2.173, p = 0.031.

In addition to the preregistered analyses, we conducted sup-
plementary, non‐preregistered tests to (1) assess whether OLS
regression yields results consistent with the main ANOVA
findings and (2) examine whether effects differed between
Slovak and Finnish participants. When controlling for country‐
level heterogeneity using fixed effects, the previously significant
association between borrowed competence and perceived legit-
imacy becomes statistically non‐significant. This suggests that
the pooled relationship is at least partly driven by between‐

TABLE 2 | Pairwise comparisons of predictive margins for perceived legitimacy of EFSA's decision across competence conditions N = 1519.

Delta method Bonferroni Bonferroni
Contrast SE t p > t 95% CI

Scientific competence versus No competence info 0.079 0.080 0.980 0.977 −0.114; 0.272

Borrowed competence versus No competence info 0.203 0.080 2.530 0.034 0.011; 0.396

Borrowed competence info versus scientific competence 0.124 0.081 1.540 0.369 −0.069; 0.317

FIGURE 1 | The level of perceived legitimacy is presented across the conditions of independence (subjection to or rejection of political pressure)
and competence (no information, scientific competence, and borrowed competence). The violin plots illustrate the distribution of the data, with the
white dot representing the median and the narrow vertical shaded box indicating the interquartile range (from the first to the third quartile).
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country rather than within‐country variation (see Supporting
Information S1: Table S16 in S10).

5 | Discussion and Conclusion

Drawing on insights from interdisciplinary scholarship, this
study examined how diverse bureaucratic responses of inde-
pendent EU agencies influenced citizens' perceived legitimacy.
Specifically, we conducted an original survey experiment
investigating the legitimacy of EFSA in Finland and Slovakia in
the context of national political pressure to reverse EFSA's sci-
entific recommendations, that is a politicized environment (see
Escalante‐Block 2024). Our analysis focused on assessing
whether signals of political independence, bureaucratic
competence, and warmth increase the perceived legitimacy of
independent agencies, even when they face political oppositions
from national elected officials who directly represent their
citizens.

The findings of this study provide important insights into the
factors shaping citizens' perceptions of the legitimacy of inde-
pendent government agencies and establish a foundation for a
novel research agenda. First, our results demonstrate that
national‐level political pressure to alter supranational scientific
recommendations significantly diminish the perceived legiti-
macy of an independent agency—in this case, EFSA. This sug-
gests that the mere act of national political representatives
challenging scientific conclusions—reflecting a politicized
environment—undermines the legitimacy of a supranational
independent agency. However, contrary to our expectations,
signaling independence—whereby an agency rejects national
political pressure—did not, on average, lead to a significant
increase in perceived legitimacy compared to submission to
national pressures. One plausible explanation is that citizens
hold context‐dependent views about the political independence
of supranational bureaucracies: while some may see it as a
safeguard of technocratic integrity, others may interpret it as a
lack of democratic accountability or responsiveness to nation-
ally elected representatives. This heterogeneity may have
diluted the observed effect in our sample. The null result,
therefore, does not imply that independence is irrelevant, but
rather that its influence may be conditional upon citizens' prior
attitudes, political identities, and the perceptional salience of
national–supranational tensions. Future research could
examine how these contextual, attitudinal, and multilevel
institutional dynamics condition the effects of supranational
independence cues, ideally through cross‐national designs
comparing EU member states. Further work is also needed to
understand how citizens interpret “independence” in suprana-
tional governance and whether its legitimacy‐enhancing effects
are best conveyed through bureaucratic resistance to national
political pressures, legal‐procedural transparency, or emphasis
of the unique role of bureaucracies in democratic processes.

Second, our study examined whether providing additional
information regarding EFSA's scientific competence or en-
dorsements of its scientific conclusion from reputable pro-
fessional authorities—such as the World Health Organization
(WHO), the Food Safety Commission of Japan (FSCJ), New

Zealand Food Safety (NZFS), and the Canadian Food In-
spection Agency (CFIA)—enhances citizens' perceptions of
legitimacy. Contrary to our expectations and existing empir-
ical evidence suggesting that expert‐based authority generally
enhances the legitimacy of independent agencies (Rimkutė
and Mazepus 2025), our study found that, in a politicized
environment, emphasizing scientific competence as a strategy
to counter national‐level political pressure did not lead to a
significant increase in EFSA's perceived legitimacy. This null
finding may stem from several factors. Theoretically, when
expert authority itself becomes politicized—particularly in
contexts where national representatives publicly challenge
supranational technocratic expertise—citizens may discount
competence signals as part of the broader political conflict.
Methodologically, the baseline information about EFSA's sci-
entific advice may have already conveyed a high level of
competence, producing a ceiling effect that limited the scope
for further increases in perceived legitimacy. It is also
possible that citizens take EFSA's expertise for granted and
thus respond more strongly to cues related to political
contestation, or affective warmth, rather than scientific
competence per se. Future research could examine under
what conditions bureaucratic competence‐based signals effec-
tively increase legitimacy, and whether their effects differ
between national and supranational institutions. Cross‐
contextual studies could clarify whether expertise remains a
relevant source of legitimacy in times of politicized techno-
cratic governance (see, e.g., Escalante‐Block 2024, 2025), or
whether alternative sources of legitimacy—such as affective
signals—are increasingly shaping citizens' legitimacy percep-
tions in (supranational) technocratic governance, as this
study's findings suggests.

In contrast, the inclusion of endorsements from reputable
external expert authorities—such as the WHO, FSCJ, NZFS, and
CFIA—proved to be an effective strategy for enhancing EFSA's
legitimacy, even when faced with national political objections to
its scientific recommendations in both Finland and Slovakia.
This finding suggests that endorsements from recognized expert
authorities can positively influence perceptions of the agency's
rulemaking legitimacy. This finding aligns with bureaucratic
reputation scholarship, which posits that government agencies
able to establish robust networks of external support from
credible stakeholders or organizations are better positioned to
resist the influence of political principals (Bertelli and
Busuioc 2021; D. Carpenter and Krause 2015). Approval from
external audiences, often described as “coalitions of esteem”
(D. P. Carpenter 2000, 124), has been shown to empower non‐
majoritarian institutions to resist political pressures, thus
enhancing their legitimacy in the eyes of the public. Further
studies could aim to disentangle the specific mechanism at play:
do citizens assign more legitimacy to the decisions of agencies
because of the esteem of the external authorities or rather
because their endorsement signals the convergence of scientific
evidence across multiple authorities supporting the same
recommendation.

Third, the most novel contribution of our study is the empirical
evidence demonstrating that warmth signals influence evalua-
tions of agency legitimacy. When EFSA conveyed empathy and
care about the health of consumers and their families, this
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expression of warmth led to a substantial increase in the agency's
legitimacy. This result aligns with social psychological theories
emphasizing the role of warmth in shaping perceptions of public
institutions and actors (Eisenbruch and Krasnow 2022; Han-
sen 2022, 2023). Notably, this effect was elicited through a
straightforward message of care, indicating that even brief, one‐
time signal of warmth in an agency's communication can in-
crease its perceived legitimacy. This finding contributes to an
emerging body of literature that highlights the importance of af-
fective factors in shaping public perceptions of regulatory au-
thority and expertise, indicating an alternative, so far
unexamined, basis for legitimation of non‐majoritarian
institutions—namely, affective legitimacy evaluations (Maor
et al. 2025; Rimkutė 2025).

Finally, we identified significant cross‐national differences in
participant responses between Finland and Slovakia. This sug-
gests a cross‐country variation—potentially shaped by the socio‐
political context in which individuals are embedded—in legiti-
macy perceptions. The findings highlight the context‐dependent
nature of bureaucratic legitimacy and caution against general-
izing effects across national settings. Future research could
investigate the mechanisms underlying these contextual differ-
ences and expand the cross‐national scope to better understand
how citizens in diverse institutional environments interpret and
respond to regulatory traits such as bureaucratic competence
and political independence. Such insights could inform the
design of more context‐sensitive and culturally attuned
bureaucratic communication strategies.

While our findings provide valuable insights into the factors
influencing the legitimacy of independent government
agencies, several limitations need to be considered. The models
we employed explained only a modest proportion of the vari-
ance in perceived legitimacy, and the effect sizes of the ma-
nipulations were relatively small. This suggests that while the
factors we investigated can influence legitimacy, other unex-
amined variables play an important role. Additionally,
although the manipulation of warmth successfully increased
legitimacy, the perceived warmth of the message was moder-
ate. The effectiveness of warmth as a legitimizing strategy may
depend on both the intensity and framing of the message.
Future research could empirically investigate the effects of
different affective communication styles, including variations
in tone and intensity, on perceptions of legitimacy. Finally,
while our study was well powered to detect the main effects of
theorized factors, more statistical power is needed to confirm
the null‐findings regarding hypothesized interaction effects.
Consequently, the test of the interaction hypotheses remains
inconclusive, warranting further investigation into the inter-
play between warmth, bureaucratic competence, and political
independence.

In conclusion, our study notes the potential of differentiated
bureaucratic responsiveness models, thereby extending the tradi-
tional focus of mainstream responsiveness scholarship—which
predominantly centers on bureaucratic responsiveness to politi-
cal representatives—by incorporating signals of independence
grounded in bureaucratic competence and warmth as resistance
mechanisms. These strategies are shown to increase the perceived
legitimacy of independent government agencies, even in the face of

national‐level political objections. This finding holds significant
implications for the ways in which government agencies, or other
non‐majoritarian institutions, canmore effectively engagewith the
public and demonstrate their responsiveness to citizens' needs,
particularly in contexts marked by complex national and supra-
national tensions. In the context of the European Union, these
insights also speak to broader questions of how supranational
technocratic bodies cultivate legitimacy within multilevel gover-
nance systems. As Escalante‐Block (2024), (2025) demonstrates,
the legitimacy of EU institutions emerges not only from their
procedural performance and policy outcomes but also from how
they communicate and connect with diverse publics in politicized
and contested contexts. Connecting to this perspective, our study
highlights the growing necessity to broaden the prevailing para-
digms in the study of legitimacy and regulatory governance, which
have traditionally emphasized rational and cognitive determinants
while often overlooking the influence of affective factors (Rim-
kutė 2025). Specifically, we advocate for further investigation into
the role of affective signals—such as those conveyed through
public agency communications that activates affective information
processing and shapes perceptions of legitimacy. More broadly,
bureaucratic responsiveness scholarship—whether concerning
the responsive communication of independent agencies or the
reception of agency communications by citizenry—could be
significantly enriched by integrating interdisciplinary insights
from psychology, with particular attention to affective information
processes and their implications for (supranational) legitimacy
perceptions.
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Endnotes
1 https://osf.io/8wcxb/?view_only=0a7299b4da6741d982223692a3f889cb.
2 These characteristics are for a sample of N = 2021 collected for a larger
study which included three additional between‐subject conditions.

3 This baseline condition was a part of another between‐subject exper-
iment run within the same survey.

4We also conducted OLS regression analyses to test our hypotheses; the
results are consistent with those reported in the main text (see Sup-
porting Information S1: Table S16 in S10).
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