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Introduction
International organisations (IOs) serve as key actors in 
global governance, performing a range of functions that 
include maintaining peace, promoting economic develop-
ment, and addressing global challenges such as climate 
change, epidemic control, poverty reduction, and the pro-
motion of social equity. Their influence extends across a 
wide array of areas – from humanitarian aid to interna-
tional trade  – making IOs indispensable participants in 
global processes. However, despite their significance, the 
legitimacy of these organisations remains a topic of ongo-
ing debate. In the 21st century – marked by deepening eco-
nomic inequality, intensifying global competition among 
states, and escalating cultural conflicts – trust in IOs has 
become a vulnerable element of their functioning. 

As noted by L. Dellmuth et al.  (2022), the legitimacy 
of IOs is defined as the extent to which elites and citizens 
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consider their authority to be appropriate and justified. It 
is shaped by both social and individual factors that deter-
mine the level of trust in these organisations across dif-
ferent segments of society. The issue of IO legitimacy is 
inherently multidimensional, as it depends on numerous 
interrelated factors. On one hand, institutional elements – 
such as transparency, fairness, and accountability – play a 
central role in building trust in these organisations (Stef-
fek, 2023). Citizens and political elites expect international 
organisations to uphold democratic standards, not merely 
to demonstrate effectiveness in fulfilling their mandates. At 
the same time, the ability of IOs to adapt to emerging chal-
lenges and respond to global crises is also a crucial factor 
in maintaining their legitimacy (Schmidtke & Lenz, 2024).

In addition to institutional factors, the knowledge 
produced by international organisations and their  
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or transparency – tends to resonate more strongly with 
the public than positive news. This is because nega-
tive messages amplify public distrust, stimulate debate, 
and are more likely to be widely disseminated in the  
media landscape. 

As the legitimacy of international organisations in 
public discourse remains an under-researched topic, this 
study aimed to identify the key factors that determine the 
legitimacy of such organisations and to analyse existing 
conceptual approaches to its understanding. Particular 
attention was given to theoretical perspectives on how le-
gitimacy is formed, especially in relation to the identifica-
tion of core factors and their connection to organisational 
effectiveness. Special focus was placed on legitimacy con-
cepts grounded in democratic procedures, institutional 
performance, and engagement with non-state actors.

Materials and Methods
To achieve the aims of this study, a comprehensive in-
terdisciplinary approach was employed, combining po-
litical science, organisational theory, and media studies. 
This approach made it possible to explore the legitimacy 
of international organisations through multiple analyti-
cal lenses, addressing both the normative foundations of 
their functioning and public perceptions of their activities 
within the global information space. The source base for 
the study comprised normative and legal frameworks, of-
ficial documents of international organisations, analytical 
reports, and open-access information platforms. This en-
sured a broad and balanced examination of the issue of in-
ternational organisations’ legitimacy in public discourse. 
The analysis of normative and legal documents focused on 
the foundational instruments that define the operations 
and guiding principles of international organisations. In 
particular, attention was given to the Charter of the United 
Nations (1945), the Constitution of the World Health Or-
ganization (1948), and the Charter of Fundamental Rights 
of the European Union  (2000). This review enabled the 
identification of formal criteria for legitimacy, structural 
features, and normative mechanisms of accountability.

The analytical base also included reports from interna-
tional organisations – such as the World Bank (2024) and 
the African Union Peace Fund Report  (2022) – as well as 
global trust indices measuring public confidence in inter-
national organisations (Pew Research Center, 2024). The 
analysis of these sources made it possible to assess the 
evolving perceptions of international organisations among 
the public, governments, and expert communities, as well 
as to identify the main challenges affecting their legitimacy 
in the current political context. Furthermore, the inclusion 
of reports from international organisations and sociologi-
cal surveys enabled the identification of key trends in the 
development of trust in international institutions and high-
lighted the factors influencing their reputations.

The theoretical framework was based on the concepts 
of delegated legitimacy, organisational legitimacy theory, 
and institutional isomorphism. These were applied to as-
sess the effectiveness of international organisations and 
their role in global governance. The study employed qual-
itative content analysis to examine the tone of media cov-
erage, key arguments, and shifts in narratives concerning 
international organisations, depending on the political 

contributions to the scientific grounding of policy deci-
sions exert a significant influence on their legitimacy. As 
noted by M. Zapp (2021), research conducted by organisa-
tions such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), the United Nations Education-
al, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and the 
World Bank serves as a key instrument for strengthening 
their legitimacy. Studies undertaken by IOs in areas such 
as climate change, global health, and inequality provide 
an evidence base that supports informed decision-making. 
Nevertheless, despite this contribution, many aspects of IO 
legitimacy remain underexplored. In particular, the role of 
civil society, the media, and other non-governmental actors 
in shaping the discourse around the legitimacy of interna-
tional organisations requires further, in-depth analysis. 

The issue of IO legitimacy has been actively explored 
across various academic disciplines. M.J. Debre & H. Di-
jkstra  (2021) observed that international organisations 
with more developed bureaucratic structures exhibit 
greater resilience to external challenges, owing to supe-
rior adaptability and institutional capacity compared with 
those that possess less advanced administrative systems. 
T.A.  Bekele  (2021) examined the concept of “scientific 
multilateralism”, which suggests that incorporating sci-
entific knowledge and expert assessments helps to build 
trust in international organisations, particularly by en-
hancing the credibility of their decisions. Particular atten-
tion has been devoted to analysing the criteria by which 
researchers, policymakers, and experts assess the legit-
imacy and effectiveness of international organisations 
such as the United Nations (UN), the World Health Organ-
ization (WHO), the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD), the African Union (AU), the European 
Union (EU), and the BRICS grouping (Brazil, Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa). D. Panke et al. (2022) examined 
the factors that influence perceptions of legitimacy in in-
ternational organisations and concluded that legitimacy 
tends to be stronger when organisations have a regional 
rather than global scope, and when non-state actors are 
granted access to decision-making processes between 
international organisations. The research by L. Gelot & 
F. Söderbaum (2024) showed that the AU actively employs 
legitimisation strategies such as expanding peacekeeping 
initiatives, strengthening cooperation with international 
partners, and promoting norms of democratic governance. 
At the same time, however, the organisation faces both 
external criticism and internal tensions among its mem-
ber states. For the AU, the ideals of Pan-Africanism and 
regional solidarity are of particular significance, although 
these are frequently tested by diverging national interests. 
Members of international organisations themselves also 
shape the sources of their legitimacy. In the case of BRICS, 
as noted by E. Moch (2024), key factors include economic 
cooperation and shared interests among member states.

The media, politicians, and the public influence per-
ceptions of international organisations through public 
debates, information campaigns, and even the spread of 
disinformation. In the cases of the EU, AU, and BRICS, 
media representation significantly affects public percep-
tion. Researcher O. Dumdum (2023) observed that neg-
ative coverage  – particularly criticism of effectiveness  
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context. The analysis covered open information platforms 
such as the Pan-African Parliament (2025), the European 
Parliament  (2025), and TV BRICS  (2025), which made it 
possible to identify the main strategies of legitimisation 
and delegitimisation of international organisations in 
public discourse. In addition, discourse analysis was used 
to reveal dominant rhetorical constructions employed by 
political actors and the media in shaping public opinion 
about international organisations. Particular attention 
was given to the study of framing – that is, the mecha-
nisms through which the media construct specific images 
of international organisations.

Results
Conceptualising legitimacy in the context of inter-
national organisations. The legitimacy of internation-
al organisations is not an inherent or objective attribute, 
but rather the result of how they are perceived by relevant 
audiences – namely, member states, international actors, 
and the public – who assess their desirability, appropriate-
ness, and normative justification within a shared frame-
work of values and standards (Binder & Heupel, 2021). Le-
gitimacy forms the foundation of IOs’ functioning, as even 
the most effective decisions may remain unimplemented 
without the trust of key stakeholders. It is a crucial tool 
that enables international organisations to secure stabil-
ity and support in global processes. Legitimacy is a multi-
dimensional concept that encompasses legal, procedural, 
performance-based, and normative dimensions. 

The legal legitimacy of international organisations 
underpins their operations and recognition within the 
global governance system. It is ensured by compliance 
with international law, organisational statutes, and other 
normative and legal instruments that define their man-
date and regulate their activities. The Charter of the Unit-
ed Nations  (1945) is a foundational document that sets 
out the rules, principles, and powers of the organisation, 
including its responsibilities for maintaining peace, inter-
national security, and cooperation. Compliance with the 
provisions of the UN Charter is a fundamental factor in 
ensuring the organisation’s legal legitimacy within the 
international arena. The Charter grounds the UN’s le-
gitimacy in its legal status (Articles 1, 2, 4-6), functional 
powers (Articles 10-51), accountability mechanisms (Arti-
cles 55-76), and provisions for institutional development 
(Articles  108-109). Together, these elements establish a 
normative framework that fosters trust among member 
states, the international community, and the wider public. 
Within the WHO, the legitimacy of its operations is se-
cured through the principles set out in the Constitution of 
the World Health Organization (1948). These include Arti-
cle 1 (defining the organisation’s purpose), Article 2 (out-
lining WHO’s core functions), Article 4 (ensuring equality 
of member states in decisionmaking), Article 18 (detailing 
the powers of the World Health Assembly), and Article 63 
(establishing mechanisms for member state accountabil-
ity). Collectively, these provisions ensure the organisa-
tion’s normative, functional, and procedural legitimacy. 
Such documents serve not only as regulatory instruments 
but also as symbols of the legal foundations upon which 
IOs operate, reinforcing their standing within the system 
of international relations. 

Legal legitimacy also depends on international or-
ganisations’ adherence to the principles of member state 
sovereignty and the avoidance of overstepping their man-
dates. The legitimacy of the European Union is enshrined 
in the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Un-
ion (2000), particularly through Article 1 (upholding hu-
man dignity as the foundation of governance), Article 11 
(guaranteeing freedom of expression and access to infor-
mation), Article 12 (the right to freedom of assembly and 
association), Article 20 (equality before the law), Article 41 
(the right to good administration, including transparency 
and efficiency), Article 42 (public access to EU documents), 
and Article 47 (the right to an effective remedy and a fair 
trial). However, an IO’s legal legitimacy may be called into 
question if its actions exceed the limits of its formally de-
fined powers (Zürn et al., 2021). Such overreach can lead 
to legal disputes and erode trust in the organisation. For 
this reason, strict compliance with legal norms is essential 
for maintaining stability, legitimacy, and the confidence of 
both member states and the international community.

The legitimacy of international organisations such 
as BRICS, NATO, and the AU is rooted in both internal ef-
fectiveness and external perception (Nuruzzaman, 2022; 
Lenz & Söderbaum, 2023). Key criteria used to assess le-
gitimacy include institutional capacity, compliance with 
international law, economic performance, military and 
political resilience, and the level of support from member 
states and external actors. In the case of BRICS, the prima-
ry source of legitimacy lies in economic cooperation (Lee 
& Sims, 2024). BRICS offers economic cooperation without 
political preconditions, making it appealing to states seek-
ing to avoid dependence on the West. At the same time, 
experts  – including R.D. Blackwill & T. Wright  (2020)  – 
have pointed out that BRICS faces challenges to its le-
gitimacy due to internal heterogeneity and a lack of clear 
political coordination. NATO is assessed based on military 
and political stability, collective security, and adherence 
to international law (Dzhyhora et al., 2024). Despite criti-
cism over its expansion, the alliance maintains a high lev-
el of legitimacy owing to its strict security standards and 
institutional guarantees. Former NATO Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg has repeatedly emphasised that the alli-
ance remains a key guarantor of stability for democratic 
states (Siposné Kecskeméthy & Sipos, 2023). In the case 
of the African Union, legitimacy primarily stems from re-
gional integration and security. Rwandan President Paul 
Kagame has highlighted the AU’s role in safeguarding the 
sovereignty of African states (Kgasoane, 2021). The Afri-
can Union Peace Fund was originally established in 1993 
under the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) as a central 
mechanism for financing peacekeeping operations. Fol-
lowing the OAU’s transformation into the African Union in 
2002, the fund continued to evolve. By 2021, it had reached 
a level of financing that significantly strengthened the or-
ganisation’s economic autonomy (African Union Peace 
Fund,  2022). BRICS employs a system of rotating chair-
manship, which ensures equality among member states. 
Brazilian diplomat Celso Amorim has emphasised that 
this rotation prevents any single country from dominating 
the group (Jobim, 2023). However, the absence of a unified 
political decision-making mechanism limits the organ-
isation’s overall effectiveness. Within the African Union, 
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legitimacy is supported by the Pan-African Parliament, 
which promotes political integration across the continent 
(Pan-African Parliament, 2025). 

The output legitimacy of international organisations 
is based on their ability to effectively achieve their stated 
goals while ensuring a fair distribution of resources and 
benefits among participants. It is essential that member 
states’ expectations are aligned with the organisation’s 
actual performance. The World Bank Global Development 
Report 2024 highlighted the need to increase transparen-
cy in decision-making processes and to limit the political 
influence of individual donor countries on international 
financial institutions (World Bank, 2024). By positioning 
itself as a key strategic partner for middle-income coun-
tries, the World Bank underscores the importance of its 
mission to support financial stability and economic devel-
opment – an essential foundation for its legitimacy in the 
eyes of governments and the public.

The WHO significantly enhanced its output legitima-
cy through the successful coordination of global efforts 
to combat epidemics (Yang, 2021). Notable achievements 
include the timely dissemination of information, the de-
velopment of recommendations for national governments, 
and the coordination of medical resource distribution – all 
clear demonstrations of the organisation’s effectiveness. 
At the same time, failures or delays in response, such as 
at the beginning of the COVID19 pandemic, have raised 
concerns about the WHO’s capacity to fulfil its mandate, 
thereby negatively affecting perceptions of its legitimacy 

(Toshkov et al., 2022). In the case of the IMF, output le-
gitimacy largely depends on how its financial assistance 
programmes are perceived (Reinsberg  et al.,  2022). The 
organisation earns trust when its actions help stabilise 
economies and support states in times of crisis. Howev-
er, its dependence on major donors – such as the USA and 
the EU – and their disproportionate influence over deci-
sion-making processes has at times raised concerns about 
the fairness of resource allocation and the IMF’s political 
neutrality (Cliffe et al., 2023). Similar challenges are faced 
by the AU, which seeks to ensure equal access to resources 
among its member states. Nonetheless, internal disparities 
between more economically developed countries – such as 
Nigeria and South Africa – and less developed states, in-
cluding Chad, the Central African Republic, and Burundi, 
complicate efforts to achieve this goal (Aleyomi, 2022). 
Thus, output legitimacy depends not only on measurable 
outcomes but also on how these outcomes are perceived 
by member states and the public. This makes legitimacy a 
critically important factor in the effective functioning of 
international organisations.

To better understand discursive approaches to legit-
imising international organisations, Table 1 illustrates 
how such organisations draw on different normative 
domains to justify their legitimacy. The table highlights 
three key normative domains – liberalism, communitari-
anism, and technocracy – alongside additional standards 
such as international influence, external recognition, and 
structural necessity.

Table 1. Normative standards in the discursive legitimation of international organisations

Notes: OSCE – Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe; ASEAN – Association of Southeast Asian Nations; 
ECOWAS – Economic Community of West African States; COMESA – Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa
Sources: developed by the author

Ideological 
orientation of the IO 
or its key members

Discursive 
source of 

legitimacy
Example

Liberalism

Democracy
“The OSCE promotes human rights, the rule of law, anti-trafficking, good governance  

and democratic processes” (Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, 2005)Human rights
Rule of law

Environmental 
protection

“The Leaders adopted the Statement on Joint Response to Climate Change  
as a concrete manifestation of ASEAN’s collective commitment to address climate change” 

(Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2010)

Communitarianism

National 
sovereignty

“The signing and full and harmonious implementation of treaties is an outstanding example 
of … the legal equality of states, the peaceful resolution of conflicts, respect for sovereignty, 

territorial integrity and independence of states, and the principle of non-intervention” 
(Organization of American States, 2000)

Political 
community

“The Forum is also united by shared values that guide its entire decisionmaking process  
and policy implementation” (Pacific Islands Forum, 2018)

Economic 
community

“The vision of the Southern African Customs Union (SACU) is to be  
“an economic community with equitable and sustainable development, dedicated  

to the welfare of its people for a common future”“ (Southern African Customs Union, 2012)

Technocracy

Functional 
capacity

“The protection of individuals against arbitrary measures  
by the state falls within our expertise” ( Council of Europe, 2017)

Economic well-
being

“ASEAN cooperation … contributes to a better quality of life in the region”  
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2006)

Peace and 
security

“[Authority] reaffirms its commitment to the peace, security and stability of the ECOWAS 
region” (Economic Community of West African States, 2017)

Other

International 
influence

“ASEAN continued to build its external partnerships and secured a prominent role for itself in 
the evolving strategic architecture of East Asia” (Association of Southeast Asian Nations, 2006)

External 
recognition

“Because of our focus and tangible results, COMESA is gaining support from the 
international community” (Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, 1998)

Structural 
necessity

“Only if states work together is it possible to solve the major problems of today.  
This is why the Council of Europe was set up in 1949;  

it is now Europe’s largest political organisation” (Council of Europe, 2008)
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International organisations, within their respective 
normative domains, appeal to various standards to justify 
the legitimacy of their activities. The liberal domain em-
phasises values such as democracy, human rights, the rule 
of law, and environmental protection – as demonstrated, 
for instance, by the OSCE’s focus on promoting democrat-
ic processes. Communitarianism centres on the principles 
of national sovereignty and shared values that underpin 
political and economic communities. The technocratic ap-
proach highlights functional capacity, economic well-be-
ing, and peacebuilding, reflecting the efforts of IOs to 
demonstrate competence in addressing specialised tasks. 
Additional categories such as international influence, ex-
ternal recognition, and structural necessity underscore 
the broader significance of these organisations. For ex-
ample, ASEAN emphasises its international partnerships, 
while the Council of Europe highlights the importance of 
its role in addressing global challenges.

Scientific knowledge, as a mechanism of legitimisation, 
does not belong exclusively to any of the traditional models 
of legitimacy but plays a supportive role in affirming the 
authority and influence of international organisations. The 
process of “scientisation” is a strategic tool used to strength-
en trust in their activities by drawing on scientific data, 

research, and analytical methods (Rautalin et al., 2021). It 
enables organisations to formulate evidence-based recom-
mendations and decisions, grounded in empirical findings 
rather than political or financial interests. The Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development, for instance, 
employs standardised indicators such as PISA (Programme 
for International Student Assessment) to compare the edu-
cational systems of member states, promoting global edu-
cational reform through empirically validated approaches 
(Mahapoonyanont & Songsang, 2024).

Scientific engagement also involves the development, 
dissemination, and adaptation of knowledge through pub-
lications, conferences, research projects, and other chan-
nels. It forms the foundation of so-called “soft govern-
ance”, whereby scientific reasoning serves as the basis for 
policy formation and the implementation of global stand-
ards (Bekele et al., 2021). In this way, scientific credibility 
enhances the reputation of international organisations, 
supports the resolution of global challenges, and fosters 
institutional trust. Between 2000 and 2024, scholars have 
assessed the legitimacy of international organisations us-
ing a range of criteria. Table 2 presents the key evaluation 
criteria proposed by various authors, offering deeper in-
sight into the multidimensional nature of this concept.

Source: developed by the author

Table 2. Legitimacy assessment criteria for international organisations according to different authors

Authors Criterion Description

T.M. Franck (2006)

Fairness Procedures and decisions should be just and equitable
Transparency Decision-making processes should be clear and comprehensible
Inclusiveness Equal participation of all stakeholders
Effectiveness Demonstrated practical outcomes that align with stated objectives

M. Zürn (2018)
Democratic legitimacy Public accountability and inclusive decision-making processes
Functional legitimacy Capacity to effectively address specific global issues

L.M. Dellmuth &  
J. Tallberg (2021) 

Normative alignment Adherence to global norms such as justice and equality
Result-based legitimacy Success in achieving organisational goals

Transparency Accessibility and openness of organisational information

T.M. Franck  (2006) identified key criteria such as 
fairness, transparency, inclusiveness, and effectiveness. 
He emphasised the importance of fair and equitable 
procedures and decisions, clarity in decision-making 
processes, equal participation of all stakeholders, and 
the achievement of practical results aligned with stated 
goals. M. Zürn (2018) focused on democratic legitimacy, 
which includes public accountability and inclusive de-
cision-making, as well as functional legitimacy, relat-
ing to international organisations’ capacity to address 
global challenges effectively. L.M. Dellmuth & J.  Tall-
berg  (2021), in their research, highlighted the signifi-
cance of normative alignment, performance-based legiti-
macy, and transparency. They stressed the importance of 
compliance with global norms such as justice and equal-
ity, success in achieving objectives, and the accessibility 
and openness of information. 

In conclusion, the legitimacy of international organi-
sations directly affects their effectiveness and the level of 
trust they command from member states and the public. It 
is determined by their compliance with international law, 
their ability to achieve defined objectives, and adherence 
to principles of fairness, transparency, and inclusiveness. 

Legal foundations, practical outcomes, and alignment 
with global norms play a pivotal role in shaping percep-
tions of legitimacy. In the current global context, legiti-
macy remains a critical factor influencing the stability and 
operational strength of international organisations in the 
face of political challenges.

The influence of media and the public on the im-
age of international organisations. The media play a 
fundamental role in shaping public discourse on IOs, as 
they largely determine public perceptions of these bodies, 
including their image, level of trust, and perceived legiti-
macy. In a globalised world, the media function not only as 
intermediaries between IOs and the public but also as ac-
tive agents in constructing narratives that influence public 
opinion about the organisations’ activities. They possess a 
unique ability to shape both positive and negative images, 
either reinforcing support for IOs or, conversely, damag-
ing their reputations through the dissemination of criti-
cal or even inaccurate content (Ecker-Ehrhardt, 2023). At 
the same time, the public, receiving information through 
the media, not only develops perceptions of IOs but also 
becomes an active participant in discourse, reinforcing or 
undermining trust in these institutions.
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global order. In countries of the Global South, perceptions 
of BRICS are more mixed. For instance, in Saudi Arabia, 
55% of respondents reported having never heard of the alli-
ance, indicating a limited informational presence of BRICS 
in certain key economic regions. Within BRICS member 
states, public perception is notably more favourable: 38% 
of respondents in Russia and 36% in India expressed sup-
port for their country’s membership in the bloc. Even in 
Argentina – despite the official withdrawal of its applica-
tion to join – 32% of citizens held a positive view of BRICS, 
compared with only 13% expressing a negative opinion. 
These findings demonstrate that, although BRICS presents 
itself as an alternative global centre, its influence and lev-
el of public support vary considerably by region. While 
member states actively promote a favourable narrative 
regarding the alliance’s role, low awareness in many coun-
tries – including potential future members – remains a sig-
nificant obstacle to its broader international legitimisation.

Figure 1, presented as a subgroup analysis, illustrates 
how various communication elites influence public per-
ceptions of international organisations. The graph dis-
plays the average impact of positive and negative messag-
es on public opinion regarding organisations such as the 
UN, IMF, WTO (World Trade Organisation), EU, and NAFTA 
(North American Free Trade Agreement). Key stakeholder 
groups shown include civil society organisations (CSOs), 
international organisations (IOs), governments, and both 
their positive and negative assessments.

Of particular interest are studies showing that nega-
tive coverage of IOs has a significantly stronger impact on 
public opinion than positive reporting. Critical narratives 
tend to provoke a more intense emotional response with-
in society, due to a general human tendency to focus on 
negative aspects – especially when they concern the effec-
tiveness or fairness of an organisation’s actions (Dellmuth 
& Tallberg, 2021). In such cases, the media often serve not 
merely as a source of information but as amplifiers of cer-
tain public sentiments, generating widespread resonance. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the WHO exemplified 
how a critical media narrative can undermine trust in an 
international organisation. Its actions came under intense 
scrutiny, with accusations of political bias and delays in 
responding to the global crisis. Although the organisa-
tion made considerable efforts to coordinate international 
measures to combat the pandemic, media coverage often 
focused on its shortcomings. This emphasis contributed to a 
distorted perception of its effectiveness in many countries.

A similar media impact was observed in the case 
of the EU. During the 2008 financial crisis and the sub-
sequent migration crisis, the EU became a focal point of 
media criticism for its perceived bureaucratic nature and 
lack of swift action in the face of urgent challenges (Caret-
ta, 2021). Politicians such as Hungarian Prime Minister 
Viktor Orbán actively utilised the media space to criticise 
what they viewed as excessive EU interference in member 
states’ domestic affairs (Urbán & Polyák, 2023). Such nar-
ratives not only undermined the EU’s image as an effective 
global actor but also exacerbated internal tensions, deep-
ening divisions among member states.

BRICS remains less prominent in Western media; 
however, within its member countries, the bloc shapes 
its own media discourse, portraying itself as an alterna-
tive centre of global governance. State-controlled media 
in Russia and China actively promote an image of BRICS 
as a counterbalance to Western dominance and as a force 
advancing multipolarity in global affairs (Hooijmaai-
jers, 2021). At the same time, researchers such as H.V. Pant 
& T. Scholz (2022) argue that BRICS functions more as a 
symbolic alliance than as a bloc with tangible influence 
over global politics. This divergence in narratives illus-
trates how media in different countries can shape public 
perception of the same organisation in markedly different 
ways. Public opinion on BRICS is polarised, as shown in a 
Pew Research Center (2024) survey. Only 19% of respond-
ents expressed a favourable view of the alliance, while 17% 
viewed it negatively. The largest share – 24% – took a neu-
tral stance, whereas one-third (32%) reported having nev-
er heard of BRICS. This indicates the bloc’s relatively low 
visibility outside political and economic elites, particular-
ly in non-member states. As expected, scepticism towards 
BRICS is considerably higher in Western countries. In Swe-
den, for example, 45% of respondents expressed a negative 
opinion of the alliance – a figure largely attributed to the 
impact of the Russian-Ukrainian war and political debates 
surrounding Sweden’s accession to NATO. High levels of 
criticism were also recorded in the USA and Spain, where 
30% of respondents reported an unfavourable view of 
BRICS. These data confirm a broader trend in which BRICS 
is perceived in Western countries not only as an economic 
grouping but also as a political challenge to the existing 

Figure 1. Impact of positive and negative narratives 
from different stakeholder groups on public perception 

of international organisations
Source: L.M. Dellmuth & J. Tallberg (2021)

The analysis reveals that positive messages from CSOs 
and IOs generally have a constructive effect, increasing 
trust and public support. Positive narratives about the UN 
and WTO show a notably high average effect, supported by 
95% confidence intervals. In contrast, negative messaging, 
particularly when originating from governments or CSOs, 
can exert a strongly detrimental influence, significantly 
undermining the reputation of IOs. Negative commentary 
on the IMF and NAFTA generates a marked adverse effect, 
indicating the vulnerability of these institutions to public 
criticism. The graph also highlights the importance of the 
information source. Governments, even when conveying 
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positive messages, do not exert as strong an influence as 
civil society or international organisations. This suggests 
that the public tends to place greater trust in independent 
and nongovernmental actors over formal state authorities. 
Conversely, negative government statements can have a 
particularly damaging effect, reinforcing public doubts 
about the legitimacy of IOs.

Thus, this analysis illustrates that public perception 
of IOs is a complex and multilayered process, shaped not 
only by the content of information but also by its source. 
For communication to be effective, international organ-
isations must actively engage with civil society organi-
sations and the media, fostering positive narratives and 
responding promptly to criticism. Acknowledging these 
factors can help international organisations maintain 
their legitimacy and trust, even in the face of widespread 
misinformation. The graph highlights the importance of 
collaboration with various actors in the information space 
and underscores the need to develop strategies for pre-
serving public confidence.

Fake news poses a serious threat to the legitimacy of 
international organisations by complicating their engage-
ment with the public and undermining trust in their ac-
tivities (Chambers,  2021). With the rise of digital media 
and social platforms, disinformation campaigns can spread 
rapidly, distorting public understanding of how interna-
tional organisations operate. This challenge was particu-
larly evident during the Brexit referendum, when the EU 
became a key target of disinformation efforts. Fake news 
circulated during this period emphasised alleged excessive 
EU control over member states’ domestic affairs, fuelling 
anti-European sentiment (Parnell, 2024). These narratives 
influenced not only the outcome of the referendum but 
also broader perceptions of the EU as a supranational body. 
Such disinformation not only damages the reputation of 
international organisations but also creates significant 
operational obstacles, forcing them to divert resources to-
ward countering false claims and rebuilding public trust.

Effectively crafted positive narratives can significantly 
strengthen the legitimacy of international organisations. 
Information campaigns that highlight achievements and 
successes serve as vital tools in countering disinformation 
and negative stereotypes. The WHO’s polio eradication 
programmes gained widespread support due to extensive 
media coverage of the initiative’s successes (González-Sil-
va & Rabinovich, 2021). Continuous communication with 
the public through media channels helped to showcase 
tangible outcomes, such as reduced incidence rates in the 
most affected countries. This approach enables the pub-
lic to recognise the real impact of an organisation’s work, 
thereby reinforcing trust and support from member states. 
Moreover, involving partner organisations and local com-
munities in these campaigns enhances their effectiveness, 
fostering a sense of global solidarity.

Information campaigns organised by international 
organisations themselves can have a considerable im-
pact on strengthening their legitimacy. The EU launched 
the initiative What Europe Does for Me, aimed at demon-
strating the concrete benefits of EU policies on citizens’ 
everyday lives. The project provides access to regional and 
sector-specific analytical materials that highlight the ad-
vantages of EU membership for various social groups and  

professions (European Parliament, 2025). The African Un-
ion, in turn, conducted a high-profile information cam-
paign focused on its peacekeeping missions in Somalia 
and the Central African Republic, which helped improve 
the organisation’s perception among populations across 
the continent (Mohamed, 2023). BRICS has also taken 
steps to shape its public image, launching the media plat-
form TV BRICS to enhance cooperation between the news 
agencies of member states and promote its own interpre-
tation of global events (TV BRICS, 2025).

Equally important is the positive media emphasis on 
the AU’s successes in conflict prevention and maintain-
ing stability. Information materials highlighting the AU’s 
peacekeeping efforts not only help shape a favourable im-
age of the organisation but also underscore its capacity 
to address complex regional challenges effectively (Oko-
rie,  2024). The AU’s successful operations in stabilising 
conflict zones across Africa demonstrate the significance 
of its role as a mediator in peace negotiations. Such nar-
ratives not only enhance trust in the AU among member 
states and the public but also bolster its international au-
thority. Thus, combating fake news and promoting posi-
tive examples of IOs’ activities are essential components 
of their communication strategies aimed at reinforcing le-
gitimacy and public trust. Effective use of media and social 
platforms enables organisations to highlight real achieve-
ments and present themselves as key actors in addressing 
global and regional challenges.

Social media have fundamentally transformed the 
mechanisms for shaping narratives about international 
organisations, opening new avenues for communication 
while also introducing significant challenges. They have 
become a powerful tool for IOs to convey their messages 
directly to a broad audience, bypassing traditional media 
channels. Official UN and WHO accounts on X (formerly 
Twitter) and Instagram are actively used to share informa-
tion about initiatives, debunk myths, and shape a positive 
public image (Pertiwi & Purwanti, 2023). Through these so-
cial platforms, IOs can respond to crises promptly, provid-
ing timely and accurate information that helps strengthen 
public trust in their activities. This approach makes organ-
isations more accessible to the public – an especially im-
portant factor in the context of global challenges, where 
the speed and accuracy of communication are crucial.

Civil society plays a key role in shaping narratives 
about international organisations, acting both as an ally 
and a critic. Non-profit organisations, research centres, 
and think tanks – such as Transparency International – 
ensure a necessary level of transparency and accountabili-
ty by publishing independent reports on the work of inter-
national bodies (Lang, 2021). These studies help the public 
to better understand the role and relevance of such organ-
isations, contributing to the reinforcement of public trust. 
Such initiatives also bolster the position of IOs by highlight-
ing their effectiveness and alignment with stated goals.

Social media have significantly transformed the dy-
namics of interaction between IOs, civil society, and the 
general public. On the one hand, they open up new op-
portunities for communication, allowing organisations 
to respond swiftly to crises, disseminate reliable infor-
mation, and showcase their achievements. On the other 
hand, social media platforms have also become arenas 
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for the spread of fake news and manipulation, which can 
seriously undermine trust in international organisations. 
During conflicts or economic crises, disinformation may 
be used to discredit the efforts of these organisations, 
distorting public perceptions of their activities. In such 
circumstances, international organisations are compelled 
to adapt their communication strategies, engage actively 
on digital platforms, and establish clear and transparent 
mechanisms for accountability.

An important aspect of strengthening legitimacy lies 
in partnerships between IOs and civil society. Independent 
think tanks, research institutions, and non-governmental 
organisations play a dual role: on the one hand, they as-
sess the performance of IOs by providing impartial infor-
mation on their strengths and weaknesses; on the other, 
they help disseminate positive narratives by highlighting 
successful initiatives. For instance, organisations focusing 
on environmental or humanitarian issues often receive 
significant support due to independent studies demon-
strating their effectiveness. The media remain a key tool in 
shaping public opinion about international organisations. 
They serve as an intermediary through which the public 
learns about the achievements or shortcomings of these 
bodies. Successful information campaigns, grounded in 
real outcomes, can not only enhance trust in an organisa-
tion but also attract new partners and resources. Environ-
mental projects supported by the UN or regional bodies of-
ten reach a broader audience due to active media coverage.

Thus, the legitimacy of international organisations is a 
multidimensional phenomenon that requires a comprehen-
sive approach. It can be ensured only through an effective 
combination of transparency, innovative communication 
strategies, engagement with civil society, and sustained ef-
forts to build public trust. In a global environment where 
information spreads instantaneously, international organ-
isations must prioritise openness, accountability, and the 
inclusion of a wide range of stakeholders in order to remain 
influential and legitimate actors in global governance.

Discussion
The research has shown that the legitimacy of interna-
tional organisations (IOs) is a dynamic socio-political con-
struct shaped by legal, normative, and procedural factors, 
and significantly influenced by the perceptions of key ac-
tors – member states, international stakeholders, and the 
general public. Given that IOs operate in a complex inter-
national landscape, their legitimacy is not a static attribute 
but evolves in response to a variety of factors, including 
political contexts, international agreements, and shifts in 
public opinion.

The main findings of the study indicate that IO legit-
imacy is a multifaceted concept encompassing several key 
dimensions: legal, procedural, performance-based, and 
normative. Legal legitimacy is defined by the organisation’s 
adherence to international law, founding treaties, and pro-
cedural regulations. Procedural legitimacy relates to the 
mechanisms of decision-making, their transparency, and 
inclusiveness. Performance-based legitimacy reflects the 
organisation’s ability to effectively fulfil its mandate and 
achieve its objectives. The normative dimension is associat-
ed with moral and ethical standards that shape trust in the or-
ganisation’s actions and contribute to its broad recognition.

Certain scholars, including M. Zapp  (2021) and 
T.A.  Bekele  (2021), have argued that the production of 
scientific knowledge by international organisations is an 
important source of their legitimacy. This capacity enables 
organisations to justify their decisions, maintain dialogue 
with member states and the public, and foster trust in 
their activities. However, in this study, such an approach 
is not treated as an independent criterion of legitimacy, 
as the generation of knowledge alone does not guarantee 
adherence to the principles of transparency, accountabili-
ty, and democratic decision-making. The scientific knowl-
edge produced by international organisations is a valua-
ble tool for substantiating their decisions and reinforcing 
their positions in global discourse. Nevertheless, its influ-
ence on perceptions of legitimacy is not always direct, as 
member states and the public may assess organisational 
activity through the lens of political or economic interests. 
Accordingly, this study considered the legitimacy of inter-
national organisations through institutional, procedural, 
and normative dimensions, which directly determine the 
level of trust in their operations and the extent of their 
influence within the international system.

The legitimacy of international organisations directly 
affects the degree of public and member state trust, as well 
as their capacity to implement political and economic ini-
tiatives effectively. This research has highlighted the cru-
cial relationship between legitimacy and the stability of 
the international order – an essential component of global 
governance. In modern context, international organisa-
tions serve not only as regulators but also as arbiters in 
addressing global conflicts and challenges. Furthermore, 
in analysing the legitimacy of international organisations 
within the framework of public discourse, it has been ob-
served that political rhetoric, media narratives, and public 
opinion play a significant role in shaping perceptions of 
the legitimacy of their actions. Media can enhance public 
trust in these organisations by highlighting their achieve-
ments, but they can also contribute to the emergence of 
critical attitudes, particularly in cases of inefficiency or a 
lack of transparency. The importance of this issue is under-
scored by the fact that international organisations are key 
actors in global politics, bearing responsibility for tackling 
major global issues – from climate change to internation-
al security. They engage actively with states, civil society, 
and the private sector, forming complex decision-mak-
ing mechanisms that require a high level of trust from all 
stakeholders. Therefore, examining their legitimacy not 
only provides deeper insight into how these organisations 
operate but also informs recommendations for improve-
ment. Enhancing decision-making procedures, increasing 
transparency, developing effective communication strate-
gies, and fostering active engagement with the public are 
essential for strengthening the legitimacy of international 
organisations in modern globalised world.

The study confirmed that the legal legitimacy of in-
ternational organisations is not merely a formal criterion 
of compliance with international law but also a crucial 
factor in fostering trust in their activities. Adherence to 
statutory norms constitutes a fundamental condition 
for the validity of their decisions. However, as the anal-
ysis shows, legal legitimacy is not static; it evolves in re-
sponse to changes in the international political context. In  
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particular, its stability can be affected by conflicts of in-
terest among member states, which may lead to crises of 
trust in international organisations. The research revealed 
a notable correlation between legal legitimacy and mech-
anisms of international justice. Institutional structures 
endowed with judicial or quasi-judicial functions play a 
significant role in determining the level of legitimacy at-
tributed to international organisations. This is supported 
by data indicating a relationship between an organisa-
tion’s legal status and the degree of its acceptance with-
in the international arena. Therefore, legal legitimacy is 
defined not only by formal compliance with legal stand-
ards but also by the extent of recognition it receives from 
member states and the broader international community.

The output legitimacy of international organisations 
is largely determined by their ability to achieve stated 
goals and respond effectively to global challenges. The 
study demonstrated that public trust in international or-
ganisations correlates with their capacity to implement 
declared programmes and initiatives. At the same time, it 
was found that the effectiveness of such IOs depends on 
their adaptability to shifting international conditions and 
their ability to overcome bureaucratic obstacles. The find-
ings of the study highlight the importance of strategic re-
source management and transparency in decision-making 
as key components in strengthening output legitimacy. In 
this regard, it was observed that international organisa-
tions demonstrating high levels of effectiveness typically 
possess clearly defined accountability mechanisms, which, 
in turn, contribute to greater public recognition. Converse-
ly, low performance may prompt increased criticism and 
raise doubts about the necessity of certain organisations.

The analysis also showed that the evaluation of out-
put legitimacy is a multi-layered process. The assessment 
of an international organisation’s effectiveness varies de-
pending on the interests of key stakeholders. While for 
member states the main criterion is the implementation 
of political and economic strategies, the public tends to 
focus more on the social and humanitarian aspects of IO 
activities. This divergence presents additional challeng-
es, as international organisations must balance compet-
ing expectations, which can complicate decision-making 
and affect how their legitimacy is perceived. The results 
of this study broadly align with international academic 
literature on the legitimacy of IOs. Researcher S. Bes-
son  (2022) noted that the democratic deficit of interna-
tional organisations remains one of the primary threats 
to their legitimacy – a conclusion supported by this study, 
particularly in the case of supranational bodies such as 
the UN. The study by C.P. Efunniyi et al. (2024) also em-
phasised the importance of transparency and accounta-
bility in building public trust in IOs. The present findings 
reaffirm this conclusion, as decision-making mechanisms 
and the degree of inclusivity in these processes signifi-
cantly influence public perceptions of legitimacy. 

The recognition of IOs as legitimate and effective ac-
tors in global affairs depends on their ability to demon-
strate compliance with international law, achieve stated 
objectives, and ensure transparency in governance pro-
cesses. These conclusions align with the research of B. Re-
insberg & O. Westerwinter  (2021), who emphasised the 
critical importance of trust among key stakeholders for 

the stable functioning of IOs. Furthermore, the analysis by 
P. Bargués & P. Morillas  (2021) indicates that the adapt-
ability of international organisations to changing global 
conditions is one of the key factors influencing their le-
gitimacy. Thus, the legitimacy of international organisa-
tions is not a static attribute but requires continuous re-
finement of governance approaches – an idea supported 
by the findings of this study. 

At the same time, not all aspects of this research fully 
align with previous scholarship. For instance, the study by 
B. Clift & T.A. Robles (2021) stresses that economic organ-
isations such as the IMF gain legitimacy primarily through 
the effectiveness of their financial assistance programmes. 
However, this study has shown that the public often views 
such programmes with ambivalence, as they are frequently 
accompanied by stringent economic conditions, which can 
undermine trust in the organisation. In conclusion, this 
study confirmed that the legitimacy of IOs is a dynamic and 
multifaceted process shaped by a combination of effective-
ness, transparency, normative compliance, and engage-
ment with key stakeholders. It not only reinforces exist-
ing findings but also offers new perspectives for analysing 
the interaction between IOs and their global audience.

Conclusions
This study aimed to analyse the issue of the legitimacy of 
international organisations within public discourse, fo-
cusing on the multidimensional nature of this concept and 
its role in global governance. The findings revealed that 
the legitimacy of international organisations is ground-
ed in several key aspects: legal compliance, procedural 
transparency, effectiveness in achieving stated goals, and 
adherence to normative standards. The primary factors 
underpinning support for IOs are their ability to meet the 
expectations of member states, the international commu-
nity, and the general public. In the face of contemporary 
global challenges, legitimacy plays a crucial role in ensur-
ing the stability, trust, and operational capacity of inter-
national organisations.

The legal legitimacy of international organisations 
is confirmed by their adherence to international law and 
their formally established mandates. For instance, the op-
erations of the UN are based on its Charter, which provides 
the foundation for the organisation’s functions and out-
lines its role in promoting peace, security, and cooperation 
among states. However, issues relating to member state 
sovereignty and potential overreach beyond organisation-
al mandates remain ongoing challenges that may affect 
public trust in these institutions. Key determinants of le-
gal legitimacy include the coherence of legal norms, pro-
cedural transparency, and conformity with international 
law – all of which shape perceptions of organisations as 
lawful actors in global governance.

Performance-based legitimacy represents another 
critically important aspect of the functioning of interna-
tional organisations. It is sustained by the ability of these 
organisations to effectively achieve their mandated goals 
and carry out tasks aligned with the interests of member 
states and the international community. For instance, the 
WHO’s success in combating epidemics strengthens its 
result-based legitimacy, while delays in crisis response – 
such as during the COVID-19 pandemic  – highlight  
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vulnerabilities in this dimension. Similar challenges face 
the IMF, whose legitimacy largely depends on the effec-
tiveness of its financial stabilisation programmes and the 
level of trust in its resource allocation procedures.

The study also found that transparency and account-
ability in governance processes are essential for the per-
ception of legitimacy. In modern information environ-
ment, where the media and the public play a central role 
in shaping views of organisational activity, negative media 
narratives often have a greater impact than positive ones. 
This underlines the need for international organisations 
to engage proactively in communication and reputation 
management. The use of social media platforms, such as 
the official pages of the UN or the WHO, allows the timely 
dissemination of information, the debunking of misinfor-
mation, and the reinforcement of public trust.

However, the study also revealed certain inconsist-
encies in assessing the relative importance of different 
aspects of legitimacy. Public trust may be maintained 
even in the face of setbacks, provided that an organisa-
tion demonstrates stability and consistency in uphold-
ing ethical principles. Some researchers have noted that  

increased transparency can pose risks, as exposing inter-
nal processes may reveal managerial shortcomings, poten-
tially undermining trust. Taking these factors into account 
is important for future research into the conditions under 
which each element of legitimacy plays a decisive role.

Future studies should focus on examining the impact 
of social and cultural differences on perceptions of legiti-
macy, as well as analysing the role of digital technologies 
in shaping global discourse. In particular, further research 
could concentrate on comparative analyses of various in-
ternational organisations across different regions, explor-
ing how political, economic, and social factors influence 
their legitimacy.
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