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Abstract
Who is held responsible when international organisations (IOs) fall short of public expectations?
Scholarship on IO blame avoidance assumes that member states can hide behind IOs. As clarity of respon-
sibility is assumed to be lacking in IOs, public responsibility attributions (PRA) will usually target the IO
rather than individualmember states.We argue, by contrast, that even in complex IOs such as the European
Union (EU), clarity of responsibility is not always lacking. Therefore, whether the IO in general or individ-
ual member states become the main target of public blame attributions depends on the type of IO policy
failure. In cases of failures to act and failures to comply, the responsibility of individual member states is
comparatively easy to identify, and they thus become the main blame target. Only in cases of failures to per-
form clarity of responsibility is lacking, and the IOwill become themain target of public blame attributions.
To assess the plausibility of this‘failure hypothesis’, we study public blame attributions in two cases of EU
foreign policy failures and two cases of EU environmental policy failures.

Keywords: authority; blame; environmental policy; European Union; foreign and security policy; international
organisations; public responsibility attribution

Introduction
It is a political science truism: political authority drives public legitimacy expectations. According
to the literature, international organisations (IOs) are no exception. As their member states dele-
gate authority to IOs and pool authority among themselves in IOs to tackle pressing international
problems, they gain authority to the extent that their related claim to make and implement bind-
ing decisions is publicly recognised.1 Their increasing authority, in turn, drives public expectations
about IO legitimacy. On the one hand, the public expects the polity of IOs to allow for participa-
tion, deliberation, and accountability (input legitimacy) and, on the other hand, that the policies
of IOs effectively help in solving international problems (output legitimacy).2

1For this definition of political authority, see Michael Zürn, Martin Binder, and Matthias Ecker-Ehrhardt, ‘International
authority and its politicization’, International Theory, 4:1 (2012), pp. 69–106 (p. 70); Kenneth W. Abbott, Philipp Genschel,
Duncan Snidal, and Bernhard Zangl, ‘Competence-control theory: The challenge of governing through intermediaries’, in
Kenneth W. Abbott, Philipp Genschel, Duncan Snidal, and Bernhard Zangl (eds), Governor’s Dilemma: Indirect Governance
beyond Principals and Agents (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 3–38 (p. 12).

2See, e.g., Jonas Tallberg and Michael Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations: Introduction
and framework’, The Review of International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 581–606; Jonas Tallberg, Karin Bäckstrand, and
Jan A. Scholte (eds), Legitimacy in Global Governance: Sources, Processes, and Consequences (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

24
00

03
30

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2699-6048
mailto:tim.heinkelmann-wild@gsi.uni-muenchen.de
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000330


2 Bernhard Zangl et al.

The IO legitimacy literature also claims that when IOs fail to meet these expectations, an
authority–legitimacy gap opens up which subsequently drives their politicisation.3 When IOs can-
not live up to public expectations about their legitimacy – either input or output legitimacy – their
policies as well as their polities will become contested by the public of their member states.4 Due
to their politicisation, the literature expects that IOs will seek to improve their legitimacy by, for
instance, initiating reforms towards broader public participation, more public deliberation, and
improved political accountability.5 Yet this literature does not study who is actually held account-
able by the public when IO policies fail to deliver effective solutions to international problems.This
is unfortunate because it seems of utmost importance for their legitimacy whether policy failures
are attributed to the IO and its member-state collective or to individual member states.6 After all,
only in the first instance is the IOdelegitimised, whereas in the second instance the delegitimisation
concerns individual member states’ behaviour.7

2018); Lisa Dellmuth, Jan A. Scholte, Jonas Tallberg, and Soetkin Verhaegen, Citizens, Elites, and the Legitimacy of Global
Governance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022); Thomas Sommerer, Hans Agné, Fariborz Zelli, and Bart Bes, Global
Legitimacy Crises (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022); Hyo W. Lee and Sijeong Lim, ‘Making sense of citizen desire for
IO democracy: An analysis of public opinion across 44 countries’, European Journal of International Relations, 28:2 (2022),
pp. 471–94; Magdalena Bexell, Kristina J ̈onsson, and Anders Uhlin, Legitimation and Delegitimation in Global Governance
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022); Lisa M. Dellmuth and Jonas Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organ-
isations: Interest representation, institutional performance, and confidence extrapolation in the United Nations’, Review of
International Studies, 41:3 (2015), pp. 451–75; Matthias Ecker-Ehrhardt, ‘Cosmopolitan politicization: How perceptions of
interdependence foster citizens’ expectations in international institutions’, European Journal of International Relations, 18:3
(2012), pp. 481–508.

3Zürn, Binder, and Ecker-Ehrhardt, ‘International authority and its politicization’; Jelena Cupa ́c and Michael Zürn,
‘Responsibility and authority in global governance’, in Hannes Hansen-Magnusson and Antje Vetterlein (eds), The Routledge
Handbook on Responsibility in International Relations (London: Routledge, 2022), pp. 114–24.

4See, e.g.,Michael Zürn,ATheory of Global Governance: Authority, Legitimacy, and Contestation (Oxford: OxfordUniversity
Press, 2018); Catherine E. de Vries, Sara B. Hobolt, and Stefanie Walter, ‘Politicizing international cooperation: The mass
public, political entrepreneurs, and political opportunity structures’, International Organization, 75:2 (2021), pp. 306–32;
Christian Rauh and Michael Zürn, ‘Authority, politicization, and alternative justifications: Endogenous legitimation dynamics
in global economic governance 1’, Review of International Political Economy, 27:3 (2020), pp. 583–611; Liesbet Hooghe, Tobias
Lenz, and Gary Marks, ‘Contested world order: The delegitimation of international governance’, The Review of International
Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 731–43.

5See, e.g., Jonas Tallberg, Thomas Sommerer, Theresa Squatrito, and Christer J ̈onsson, The Opening Up of International
Organizations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Klaus Dingwerth, Henning Schmidtke, and Tobias Weise,
‘The rise of democratic legitimation: Why international organizations speak the language of democracy’, European Journal of
International Relations, 26:3 (2020), pp. 714–41; Lisa Dellmuth and Jonas Tallberg, Legitimacy Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2023); Frank Schimmelfennig, Thomas Winzen, Tobias Lenz, et al., The Rise of International Parliaments:
Strategic Legitimation in International Organizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021); Henning Schmidtke and
Tobias Lenz, ‘Expanding or defending legitimacy? Why international organizations intensify self-legitimation’, The Review
of International Organizations (2023), available at: {https://doi.org/10.1007/s11558-023-09498-0}; Monika Heupel, Gisela
Hirschmann, and Michael Zürn, ‘International organisations and human rights: What direct authority needs for its legitima-
tion’, Review of International Studies, 44:2 (2018), pp. 343–66; Dominik Zaum (ed.), Legitimating International Organizations
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

6Literature finds that public responsibility attributions to IOs affects citzens’ trust in them; see Sara B. Hobolt and James
Tilley, Blaming Europe? Responsibility without Accountability in the European Union (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014);
Bernd Schlipphak and Oliver Treib, ‘Playing the blame game on Brussels: The domestic political effects of EU interventions
against democratic backsliding’, Journal of European Public Policy, 24:3 (2017), pp. 352–65; Bernd Schlipphak, Paul Meiners,
and Osman S. Kiratli, ‘Crisis affectedness, elite cues and IO public legitimacy’, The Review of International Organizations,
17:4 (2022), pp. 877–98; Bernd Schlipphak, Paul Meiners, Oliver Treib, and Constantin Schäfer, ‘When are governmental
blaming strategies effective? How blame, source and trust effects shape citizens’ acceptance of EU sanctions against democratic
backsliding’, Journal of European Public Policy, 30:9 (2023), pp. 1715–37; Staffan Kumlin, ‘Claiming blame and giving credit?
Unintended effects of how government and opposition frame the Europeanization of welfare’, European Union Politics, 12:4
(2011), pp. 575–95.

7For the delegitimation of IOs, see, e.g., Bexell, J ̈onsson, and Uhlin, Legitimation and Delegitimation in Global Governance;
Henning Schmidtke, ‘Elite legitimation and delegitimation of international organizations in the media: Patterns and explana-
tions’, The Review of International Organizations, 14:4 (2019), pp. 633–59.
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The literature on blame avoidance in IOs, in turn, addresses question of whether responsibility
for IO policy failures is attributed to the IO and its member-state collective –mostly delegitimising
the IO – or to individual member states – delegitimising their behaviour. This literature assumes
that in cases of IO policy failures, member states hardly ever become the main target of public
responsibility attributions (PRA). As IO decision-making is typically shared by supranational and
intergovernmental bodies and is thus complex, clarity of responsibility is lacking. Therefore, mem-
ber states can employ IOs either as convenient scapegoats to shift blame,8 or as smokescreens to
diffuse blame.9 Due to the complexity of IO decision-making, theirmembers can always avoid pub-
lic blame by hiding behind the IO.10 According to this ‘complexity hypothesis’, PRA for IO policy
failures will predominantly target the IO.11 Indeed, PRA for the humanitarian crisis triggered by
the United Nations (UN) oil embargo against Iraq in the 1990s did not target individual UN mem-
bers such as the USA, but oscillated between the UN Secretary General, the UN Security Council,
and the UN membership collective.12 Similarly, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) – and not
individual member states – was held responsible for the economic recession that followed the tight
fiscal policies it forced on many Asian countries in response to the 1997 Asian financial crisis.13

However, while agreeing with the blame avoidance literature that IO policy failures will often
trigger PRA that predominantly target IOs, thereby contributing to their delegitimisation, we
note that sometimes PRA focus instead on individual member states. For instance, in contrast
to the oil embargo against Iraq, an individual member state – namely Russia – was blamed for

8Christopher Hood, The Blame Game: Spin, Bureaucracy, and Self-Preservation in Government (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2011); Jonas Tallberg, ‘Delegation to supranational institutions: Why, how, and with what consequences?’,
West European Politics, 25:1 (2002), pp. 23–46; Andrew Moravcsik, ‘Why the European Union strengthens the state: Domestic
politics and international cooperation’, working paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Political Science
Association, New York (1994), available at: {https://www.princeton.edu/~amoravcs/library/strengthen.pdf}; Mark Thatcher
and Alec S. Sweet, ‘Theory and practice of delegation to non-majoritarian institutions’, West European Politics, 25:1 (2002),
pp. 1–22; Schlipphak and Treib, ‘Playing the blame game on Brussels’; Frank Schimmelfennig, ‘Politicisation management in
the European Union’, Journal of European Public Policy, 27:3 (2020), pp. 342–61; Denise Traber, Martijn Schoonvelde, and
Gijs Schumacher, ‘Errors have been made, others will be blamed: Issue engagement and blame shifting in prime minister
speeches during the economic crisis in Europe’, European Journal of Political Research, 59:1 (2020), pp. 45–67; Moritz Sommer,
‘Blame-shifting in times of permanent austerity: Evidence from Spain and Greece in the Eurozone crisis’, JCMS: Journal of
Common Market Studies, 58:2 (2020), pp. 562–79; but see Rodwan Abouharb, Bernhard Reinsberg and Tim Heinkelmann-
Wild, ‘The Ineffectiveness of Scapegoating the IMF: Evidence fromPakistan‘, working paper presented at the European Political
Science Association 13th Annual Conference, Glasgow (2023); Tim Heinkelmann-Wild, Tom Hunter and Sujeong Shim,
‘Perfect Scapegoats? Blaming and Defending the International Monetary Fund’, working paper presented at the 16th Annual
Conference on the Political Economy of International Organization, Stockholm (2024).

9Radoslav S. Dimitrov, ‘Empty institutions in global environmental politics’, International Studies Review, 22:3 (2020),
pp. 626–50; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Isabella Alcañiz and Timothy T. Hellwig, ‘Who’s to blame? The distribution of
responsibility in developing democracies’, British Journal of Political Science, 41:2 (2011), pp. 389–411; Christian Rauh, Bart J.
Bes, and Martijn Schoonvelde, ‘Undermining, defusing or defending European integration? Assessing public communication
of European executives in times of EU politicisation’, European Journal of Political Research, 59:2 (2020), pp. 397–423; Tom
Hunter, Sara Hagemann, and Sara B. Hobolt, ‘Ignore or defuse? Avoidance strategies in party competition’, working paper
presented at the workshop ‘International Institutions: Backlash and Resilience’, Zurich (November 2021); Stéphanie Novak,
‘The silence of ministers: Consensus and blame avoidance in the Council of the European Union’, Journal of Common Market
Studies, 51:6 (2013), pp. 1091–107; Christina J. Schneider, ‘Public commitments as signals of responsiveness in the European
Union’, The Journal of Politics, 82:1 (2020), pp. 329–344; TimHeinkelmann-Wild, Lisa Kriegmair and Berthold Rittberger, ‘The
EU Multi-level System and the Europeanization of Domestic Blame Games’, Politics and Governance, 8:1 (2020), pp. 85–94.

10See, e.g., Alcañiz and Hellwig, ‘Who’s to blame?’; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Hood, The Blame Game; Tim
Heinkelmann-Wild, Bernhard Zangl, Berthold Rittberger, and Lisa Kriegmair, ‘Blame shifting and blame obfuscation: The
blame avoidance effects of delegation in the European Union’, European Journal of Political Research, 62:1 (2023), pp. 221–38;
Sandra León, Ignacio Jurado, and Amuitz Garmendia Madariaga, ‘Passing the buck? Responsibility attribution and cognitive
bias in multilevel democracies’, West European Politics, 41:3 (2018), pp. 660–882.

11For the purpose of this paper, we define ‘responsibility attribution’ as backward-oriented assignment of blame for policy
failures.

12William F. Donaher and Ross B. DeBlois, ‘Is the current UN andUS policy toward Iraq effective?’ Parameters, 31:4 (2001),
pp. 112–25 (p. 4).

13S. S. Katz, ‘The Asian crisis, the IMF and the critics’, Eastern Economic Journal, 25:4 (1999), pp. 421–39.
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the UN Security Council’s inaction regarding the humanitarian crisis in Syria in the early 2010s.14
Moreover, not the European Union (EU) but individual member states were held responsible for
the failure of the EU’s Stability and Growth Pact, for instance in the case of Italy in 2018.15 The
question thus is: when do IOs become predominant PRA targets, and when are individual member
states in the focus of PRA?

In this paper, we suggest that the type of policy failure provides an answer. We hold that the
type of IO policy failure shapes the clarity of responsibility of those political actors that were de
jure or de facto instrumental for the policy failures. In cases of performance failures (i.e. when IO
policies are not appropriate), we expect clarity of responsibility to be lacking, thus allowing states
to diffuse blame or to shift blame onto IOs. By contrast, in cases of failures to act and failures to
comply (i.e. when IOs are unable to enact policies or their policies are disregarded), we expect
individual member states’ responsibility to be rather clear so that they will draw the bulk of PRA.
While this hypothesis may not appear surprising, it is also not as obvious as it seems at first glance.
After all, it conflicts with the ‘complexity hypothesis’ dominant in the literature, which expects that,
independent of the type of policy failure, the bulk of PRA will always target the IO.

The ambition of this paper is to develop this ‘failure hypothesis’ theoretically and to illustrate its
empirical plausibility. In doing so, we do not only challenge the ‘complexity hypothesis’ common
in the literature on blame avoidance in IOs but also go beyond this literature, as we do not focus
on the blame strategies individual actors – mostly states – employ in cases of IO policy failures16
but on the PRA that become, in cases of IO policy failures, predominant in the public domain.
We study the PRA that ‘stick’ in the public, because it can be assumed that the PRA that are most
common are also the ones that have the strongest impact on the legitimacy of the targeted actors.17

Thepaper is structured as follows. In the next section, we spell out how different types of failures
translate into PRA that mainly target either the IO and its member-state collective, or individual
member states. In the third section, we discuss our research design for the assessment of the ‘fail-
ure hypothesis’. We focus on EU policy failures since, as an extremely complex IO, PRA targeting
specific member states are particularly unlikely in the EU, which thus constitutes a ‘crucial case’
for our theory.18 We engage in two pairwise comparisons of EU policy failures: first, we compare
PRA for the EU failure to act in the Libyan crisis in 2011 with PRA for the performance failure of
the EU sanctions against the Russian aggression in Ukraine in 2014. Second, we compare PRA for
the EU’s failure to perform regarding the Emission Trading Scheme (ETS) aimed at implementing
the Kyoto Agreement with PRA for the failure of National Determined Contribution (NDC) plans
to comply with the ambitious EU climate goals under the Paris Agreement. A content analysis of
newspaper coverage of the EU foreign policy case pair (the fourth section) as well as the EU envi-
ronmental policy case-pair (the fifth section) lends support to our ‘failure hypothesis’. The final
section concludes by summarising the paper’s results and discussing their broader implications for
the accountability and performance of IOs.

Theory: Clarity of responsibility for IO policy failures
Who is held publicly responsible for IO policy failures, i.e. for IO policies that disappoint pub-
lic problem-solving expectations? As indicated above, the IO blame avoidance literature generally

14Elizabeth G. Ferris and Kemal Kirişci, The Consequences of Chaos: Syria’s Humanitarian Crisis and the Failure to Protect
(Washington, DC; Berlin: Brookings Institution Press; Knowledge Unlatched, 2016).

15Lisa Kriegmair, Berthold Rittberger, Bernhard Zangl, and Tim Heinkelmann-Wild, ‘Dolce far niente? Non-compliance
and blame avoidance in the EU’, West European Politics, 45:5 (2022), pp. 1153–74.

16See, e.g., Schlipphak and Treib, ‘Playing the blame game on Brussels’; Schimmelfennig, ‘Politicisation management in the
European Union’; Traber, Schoonvelde, and Schumacher, ‘Errors have been made, others will be blamed’.

17For a study of how public statements delegitimating IOs contribute to their legitimacy crises, see Sommerer et al., Global
Legitimacy Crises.

18Harry Eckstein, ‘Case study and theory in political science’, in Fred I. Greenstein and Nelson W. Polsby (eds), Strategies of
Inquiry: Handbook of Political Science VII (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley Pub. Co., 1975), pp. 79–138.
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assumes that in cases of IO policy failures, the bulk of PRA will always target the IO, thereby con-
tributing to their delegitimisation. It argues that due to the complexities of IO decision-making,
states can always – and thus independent of their true responsibilities, i.e. their de jure or de facto
role in policymaking – avoid becoming the main target of PRA. Seeking to maintain their own
legitimacy, they will contribute to the delegitimisation of IOs.

We argue, by contrast, that even in IOs with complex decision-making procedures, clarity of
responsibility is not always lacking.19 After all, it is in the public sphere that political actors exchange
responsibility attributions to shape public perception about who is to blame for IO policy failures.20
In the public, they try to avoid blame for themselves and to generate blame for their political oppo-
nents. However, while political actors do thismostly in an opportunistic fashion, their PRA are also
critically assessed for their plausibility. In the public sphere, their PRA not only compete with other
political actors’ conflicting PRA but they are also critically evaluated by other actors, including civil
society actors, business associations, experts, and journalists. The public sphere thus functions as
a marketplace where competing PRA are vetted for their plausibility.21

In cases of IO policy failures, this public plausibility assessment improves clarity of responsi-
bility.22 Due to the public plausibility assessment of political actors’ PRA, citizens will learn about
true responsibilities for IO policy failures, which in turn will constrain the PRA political actors can
assign to avoid blame for themselves or to generate blame for others. Their PRA must not deviate
(too far) from true responsibilities as this would harm, among citizens, their reputation as trust-
worthy political actors.23 Therefore, they have an incentive to keep their PRA plausible enough to
maintain the ‘illusion of objectivity’.24

We suggest that whether this incentive to keep their PRA plausible is strong enough to prevent
political actors from successfully obscuring their ‘true’ responsibilities depends on the type of pol-
icy failure. Our ‘failure hypothesis’ thus claims that the type of IO policy failure shapes whether
PRA will predominantly target the IO along with its supranational and intergovernmental bodies;
or whether PRA will mainly target individual member states (MS). We distinguish three types of
IO policy failures: failures to act, failures to perform, and failures to comply. Figure 1 summarises
the expectations of our failure hypothesis.

Failures to act
In cases of failures to act, we expect individual member states, rather than the IO, to become the
main PRA target, thus delegitimising the respectivemember states’ behaviour. Failures to act imply
that IOs are unable to enact policies to address the problem they are expected to tackle.25 Whereas
failures to perform come with poor IO policies, failures to act imply that the IO is unable to make

19Tim Heinkelmann-Wild, Berthold Rittberger, Bernhard Zangl and Lisa Kriegmair, European Blame Games: Where does
the Buck stop? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2024).

20For the related understanding of the public sphere, see Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New
York: Anchor Books, 2008); Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category
of Bourgeois Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2008).

21Tim Heinkelmann-Wild and Bernhard Zangl, ‘Multilevel blame games: Blame-shifting in the European Union’,
Governance, 33:4 (2020), pp. 953–69; Heinkelmann-Wild et al., ‘Blame shifting and blame obfuscation’.

22See also, Heinkelmann-Wild et al., European Blame Games.
23Friedhelm Neidhardt, ‘Öffentlichkeit, ̈offentliche Meinung, soziale Bewegungen’, in Friedhelm Neidhardt (ed.),

Öffentlichkeit, ̈offentliche Meinung, soziale Bewegungen (Opladen: Westdt. Verl., 1994), pp. 7–41; Ruud Koopmans and Paul
Statham (eds), The Making of a European Public Sphere: Media Discourse and Political Contention (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010);Thomas Risse (ed.), European Public Spheres: Politics Is Back (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2015); Markus Hinterleitner, Policy Controversies and Political Blame Games (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020);
Hood, The Blame Game, p. 160.

24Ziva Kunda, ‘The case for motivated reasoning’, Psychological Bulletin, 108:3 (1990), pp. 480–98 (p. 480).
25See also Zürn, Binder, and Ecker-Ehrhardt, ‘International authority and its politicization’, p. 98; Michael Zürn,

‘Politisierung als Konzept der internationalen Beziehungen’, in Michael Zürn and Matthias Ecker-Ehrhardt (eds), Die
Politisierung der Weltpolitik (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2013), pp. 29–32.
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IO policy failure

MS

International Organization

Failure to complyFailure to performFailure to act

MS MS MS MS

Intergovernmental
IO bodies

Supranational
IO bodies

Figure 1. IO policy failures and public responsibility attributions.

any relevant policy that stands a chance of solving the problem.The EU’s inability to act through its
Common Foreign and Security Policy to tackle crises such the ethnic cleansing in Kosovo, the Iraq
war, or the humanitarian disaster in Darfur may serve as examples.26 The UN Security Council’s
inertia regarding the humanitarian crisis in Syria in the early 2010s also constitutes a failure to
act.27

In cases of IO failures to act, we generally expect blocking actors to stick out of the IO collec-
tive and to become the main target of PRA. After all, blocking actors could have allowed the IO
to act. In principle, this could be supranational IO bodies as well as individual member states in
intergovernmental IO bodies. However, as supranational IO bodies typically have an institutional
self-interest to make decisions, it is hardly ever they that block IO decisions, as this would also
harm their legitimacy. Moreover, supranational IO bodies rarely have the institutional ability to
block decisions single-handedly. Therefore, they are hardly ever responsible for IO failures to act.
If intergovernmental IO bodies cannot act to address the problems they are meant to tackle, it is
typically individualmember states (or coalitions ofmember states) that block decisions.They block
IO decisions when they fear that decisionsmight harm their national interests. Moreover, they also
have the institutional ability to block IO decisions. As their member states typically are sovereign

26Martijn L. Groenleer and Louise G. van Schaik, ‘United we stand? The European Union’s international actorness in the
cases of the International Criminal Court and the Kyoto Protocol’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 45:5 (2007), pp. 969–70;
Asle Toje, ‘The consensus–expectations gap: Explaining Europe’s ineffective foreign policy’, Security Dialogue, 39:1 (2008),
pp. 121–41 (p. 138).

27Ferris and Kirişci, The Consequences of Chaos.
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and thus retain ultimate authority, IOs can only make decisions with their members’ agreement.
Therefore, it is individual member states rather than the IO that are usually responsible when IO
decision-making is not just deficient – as in the case of failures to perform – but blocked – as in
the case of failures to act.

In cases of IO failures to act, member states cannot simply avoid PRA by hiding behind the IO.
After all, blocking member states’ responsibility for IO failures to act is typically clear. Irrespective
of the particular decision-making procedures, the blockingmembers are comparably easy to detect.
While IO bodiesmight shy away from blaming blockingmember states,28 thosemember states that
were in favour of an IO decision will almost always render this information public. To avoid being
held publicly responsible for the IO failure to act, they will name the blocking member states,
thereby directing PRA towards them. Other political and social actors, such as opposition parties,
journalists, and experts, will also point out the respectivemember state’s de facto or de jure respon-
sibilities for the failure to act. In the course of the public plausibility assessment, the responsibility
of blocking member states thus will become clear. In cases of failures to act, they will therefore
become the predominant target of blame.

Failures to perform
In cases of IO performance failures, we agree, by contrast, with the literature that PRA will pre-
dominantly target the IO thereby contributing to their delegitimisation.29 Failures to perform arise
when IOs draw on their decision-making authority to enact policies that fail to solve the prob-
lem they were meant to tackle. In cases of failures to perform, IOs disappoint public expectations,
because in terms of problem-solving they make poor policies.30 For example, EU border control
policies implemented by Frontex constitute a performance failure as they failed to prevent (or
even contributed to) the death of thousands of migrants in the Mediterranean.31 Similarly, the
UN oil embargo against Iraq in the 1990s, which triggered a humanitarian crisis, amounts to a
performance failure.32

In cases of performance failures, we generally expect the actor carrying decision-making author-
ity to become themain PRA target and thus to be publicly delegitimised. After all, decision-makers
could have enacted better policies. However, as IO decision-making is often shared by suprana-
tional and intergovernmental IO bodies which jointly make decisions in a multi-step process,
singling out those decision-makers that actually pushed the respective policy becomes a complex

28Recent studies demonstrate supranational IO bodies increased assertiveness in public communication, e.g. Matthias
Ecker-Ehrhardt, ‘Self-legitimation in the face of politicization: Why international organizations centralized public commu-
nication’, Review of International Organizations, 13:4 (2018), pp. 519–46; Tim Heinkelmann-Wild and Bernhard Zangl, ‘Nicht
nur wehrlose Sündenb ̈ocke! Schuldvermeidungsstrategien internationaler Organisationen’, Politische Vierteljahresschrift, 61:4
(2020), pp. 725–746; Tim Heinkelmann-Wild and Vytautas Jankauskas, ‘To Yield or Shield? Comparing International Public
Administrations’ Responses to Member States’ Policy Contestation’, Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis, 24:3 (2022),
pp. 296–312; Lenz and Schmidtke, ‘Expanding or defending legitimacy?’.

29Alcañiz and Hellwig, ‘Who’s to blame?’; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Berthold Rittberger, Helena Schwarzenbeck,
and Bernhard Zangl, ‘Where does the buck stop? Responsibility attributions in complex international institutions’, Journal
of Common Market Studies, 55:4 (2017), pp. 909–24; Catherine E. de Vries, Erica E. Edwards, and Erik R. Tillman, ‘Clarity of
responsibility beyond the pocketbook: How political institutions condition EU issue voting’,Comparative Political Studies, 44:3
(2011), pp. 339–63; JürgenGerhards, AnkeOfferhaus, and Jochen Roose, ‘Wer ist verantwortlich? Die EuropäischeUnion, ihre
Nationalstaaten und die massenmediale Attribution von Verantwortung für Erfolge und Misserfolge’, in Frank Marcinkowski
and Barbara Pfetsch (eds), Politik in der Mediendemokratie, 1st ed. (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2009),
pp. 529–58.

30See, e.g., Tallberg and Zürn, ‘The legitimacy and legitimation of international organizations’; Zürn, Binder, and Ecker-
Ehrhardt, ‘International authority and its politicization’; Christian Rauh and Michael Zürn, ‘Zur Politisierung der EU in der
Krise’, in Martin Heidenreich (ed.), Krise der europäischen Vergesellschaftung? (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden,
2014), pp. 121–45 (p. 126).

31Rittberger, Schwarzenbeck, and Zangl, ‘Where does the buck stop?’.
32Donaher and DeBlois, ‘Is the current UN and US policy toward Iraq effective?’.
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undertaking. This provides member state governments the opportunity to avoid blame for per-
formance failures.33 To maintain their own legitimacy, they can diffuse blame by highlighting that
complex decision-making in IOs always requires compromises.They can shift blame onto the IOby
highlighting that decisions have been jointly made with other member states in intergovernmental
IO bodies or were pushed by supranational IO bodies. And they can diffuse blame by attributing
responsibility to the IO.

In either case, member states can have it their own way, because IO bodies are unlikely to pub-
licly correct their blame avoidance attempts. They will not highlight that the very same states that
are now denying responsibility had agreed on these policies before. After all, IOs are agents of their
member-state principals who granted them authority in the first place and are usually also able to
rescind authority from them. Thus, depending on their member states’ continuing support, IOs
will rather quietly accept responsibility than publicly shift responsibility back to their members.
Even after the public plausibility assessment, it will therefore remain difficult to disentangle which
specific actors carried how much de facto or de jure responsibility during the decision-making
procedures that shaped the policy that failed to perform. In line with the ‘complexity hypothesis’,
we thus expect that at least in cases of IO performance failures, PRA will predominantly target the
IO thereby contributing to their delegitimisation.

Failures to comply
For IO failures to comply, we expect, by contrast, individual member states rather than the IO
to become the main PRA target. Failures to comply arise when IO policies are disregarded. As
opposed to IO failures to act, the IO has already enacted a relevant policy, and as opposed to fail-
ures to perform, the policy appears to be adequate, but compliance with this policy is deficient.
The IO disappoints public expectations because it proves unable to ensure compliance. The US
intervention in Iraq without UN Security Council authorisation constitutes a compliance failure,
as does Italy’s disregard of the EU Stability and Growth Pact.34

In cases of failures to comply, we generally expect the non-compliant actor to stick out from the
IO collective and to become the main PRA target. In principle, the non-compliant actors could be
individual IO member states or individual IO bodies. In practice, however, it is mostly member
states that disregard IO policies. IO bodies are rarely the addressees of IO policies and if they are,
they usually comply with these policies. After all, it is in their institutional self-interest to comply
with their own policies.35 By contrast, the member states are usually the addressees of IO poli-
cies, and they often face incentives to disregard them. Moreover, as states typically retain operative
authority, IOs also need to rely on their member states for the implementation of policies address-
ing non-state actors.Therefore, it is typically themember states’ responsibility to ensure compliance
of those non-state actors that are subject to their authority. In any case, individual member states
tend to be the actors responsible for compliance failures.

Yet, as opposed to performance failures and just as with failures to act, in cases of compliance
failures member states cannot avoid PRA by hiding behind IOs and thus contributing to their dele-
gitimisation. While in cases of failures to perform the lack of clarity of responsibility due to IOs’
complex decision-making enables member states to avoid PRA by pointing responsibility towards
the IO, non-compliantmember states’ responsibility for IO failures to comply is usually clear. Once

33See Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?, p. 45; Traci L. Wilson and Sara B. Hobolt, ‘Allocating responsibility in multilevel
government systems: Voter and expert attributions in the European Union’, The Journal of Politics, 77:1 (2015), pp. 102–13;
Rittberger, Schwarzenbeck, and Zangl, ‘Where does the buck stop?’, p. 912; León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ‘Passing
the buck?’, p. 661; Gerhards, Offerhaus, and Roose, ‘Wer ist verantwortlich?’; Heinkelmann-Wild and Zangl, ‘Multilevel blame
games’; Heinkelmann-Wild et al., ‘Europeanization of Domestic Blame Games’.

34Kriegmair et al., ‘Dolce far niente?’.
35To be sure, some IO policies address IO staff. If members of the IO administration defy those internal rules, they are the

non-compliant actors and thus the main PRA target. However, these cases will be comparatively rare as IO staff are usually
interested in preserving their IO’s authority.
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the public plausibility assessment sets in, the non-compliant member states will become the main
PRA target. After all, to avoid being targeted by PRA themselves or sanction the member state
sheering off a common policy, complying member states will blame the non-compliant member
state, thereby pointing public responsibility attributions towards the said member state. Moreover,
some IO bodies face particular incentives – and sometimes are even mandated – to publicly call
out non-compliantmember states. Additionally, other political and social actors such as opposition
parties or journalists will also highlight the respective member state’s de facto or de jure respon-
sibilities for the failure to comply. Overall, we expect that in cases of failures to comply, PRA will
predominantly target non-complying member states individually rather than the IO in general.

Research design: Assessing PRA for EU policy failures
We evaluate the plausibility of our ‘failure hypothesis’ by studying the attribution of responsibility
in four cases of EU policy failures. We opted to focus on the EU rather than other IOs because it
constitutes a ‘crucial case’36 for our ‘failure hypothesis’. The EU is an extremely complex IO, maybe
even the most complex one. Authority in the EU varies from issue to issue and is often shared
between intergovernmental and supranational bodies.37 Hence, the complexity hypothesis should
hold here if anywhere, because it is particularly plausible that citizens should have difficulties in
attributing responsibility correctly in the EU.38 Member states should thus have a particularly easy
time of hiding behind the EU. If we nevertheless observe in an IO as complex as the EU that PRA
for failures to act and failures to comply predominantly target specific member states, we can be
confident that our ‘failure hypothesis’ also holds in less complex IOs.

We study PRA for two pairs of similar EU policy failures. The first case pair consists of two
foreign policy failures that allow us to compare PRA with regard to an EU failure to act and an EU
failure to perform:

• The failure to act in the Libya case: When in 2011 Libyan authoritarian leader Muammar
Gaddafi employed military force not only against opposition groups that rebelled against his
reign but also against the wider population, the EU failed to agree on a substantive – per-
haps even military – intervention.39 The EU’s inaction disappointed public expectations that
it would be able and willing to protect the Libyan population. In fact, the EU’s non-adoption
of a common policy – its failure to act – was heavily criticised by the European public.40

36Eckstein, ‘Case study and theory in political science’.
37Dirk Leuffen, Berthold Rittberger, and Frank Schimmelfennig, Integration and Differentiation in the European Union:

Theory and Policies, 1st ed. (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022).
38Indeed, research found that both citizens struggle to identify true responsibilities across issue areas correctly, see

Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ‘Passing the buck?’; Catherine E. de Vries,
Euroscepticism and the Future of European Integration (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).

39Fitz Fitzpatrick, ‘European Union foreign policy and the failure of potential’, The SAIS Review of International Affairs
(2018), available at: {https://saisreview.sais.jhu.edu/eu-foreign-policy-failure-of-potential}; Erik Brattberg, ‘Opportunities lost,
opportunities seized: The Libya crisis as Europe’s perfect storm’, EPC Policy Brief, (June 2011); Fabbrini and Sergio, ‘The
European Union and the Libyan crisis’, International Politics, 51:2 (2014), pp. 177–95 (pp. 184–5).

40See, e.g., AnandMenon, ‘European defence policy fromLisbon to Libya’, Survival, 53:3 (2011), pp. 75–90 (p. 75); Brattberg,
‘Opportunities lost, opportunities seized’; George Walden, ‘Europe has flunked its first foreign policy test: It was an ad hoc
alliance, not a supranational federation, that came to Benghazi’s rescue’, The Times (29 March 2011); Martin Kettle, ‘Comment:
The nationalists have won – Europe’s dream is over: From the Greek crisis to the collapse of the Schengen treaty to Nato, the
breakup of the EU now seems inevitable’, The Guardian (24 June 2011); ‘Libyen braucht keinemilitärische Hilfe: Der franz ̈osis-
che Außenminister Alain Juppé über eine europäischeWiederaufbautruppe für Tripolis, überMeinungsverschiedenheitenmit
Berlin, die Nicht zum Drama taugen, und über den griechischen Faden, der Nicht zur Laufmasche des europäischen Pullovers
werden darf ’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (31 August 2011). To be sure, the EU levied economic sanctions and granted
humanitarian aid (Nicole Koenig, ‘The EU and the Libyan cisis: In quest of coherence?’, The International Spectator, 46:4
[2011], pp. 11–30 [p. 22]; Fitzpatrick, ‘European Union foreign policy and the failure of potential’). However, as there was
an UNSC Resolution which was seen as authorising a military intervention, the public perceived the EU’s actions as a failure
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• The failure to perform in the Russia case: When in 2014 Russia illegally annexed Crimea from
Ukraine and supported pro-Russian forces to destabilise Eastern Ukraine, the EU reacted
by levying a multiple-step sanctions regime.41 However, the EU’s sanctions regime clearly
disappointed public expectations. On the one hand, it was criticised for being too soft to force
Russia to withdraw from Ukraine and, on the other hand, it was criticised for being hard to
swallow for the European economy.42

The second case pair consists of two environmental policy failures, which help us to compare PRA
with regard to an EU performance failure and an EU compliance failure:

• The failure to perform in the ETS case: The EU introduced a CO2 emission trading scheme
(ETS) in 2003 as its most important ‘cap-and-trade’ measure to meet the CO2 reduction tar-
gets it agreed in the 1997 Kyoto Protocol. The performance of the ETS was widely regarded
as a disappointment by the public as it failed to effectively limit CO2 emissions.

• The failure to comply in theNDC case: To achieve the objectives of the Paris Agreement to limit
global temperature rise to 1.5 degrees above pre-industrial levels, the EU requires itsmembers
to put in place ambitious National Determined Contribution (NDC) plans. However, some
member state plans fell short of the joint EU climate policy.

We selected the two pairs of cases according to the logic of a most-similar-case-design.43 As indi-
cated above, within each case pair the cases differ with regard to the type of IO policy failure, but
they are similar with regard to a number of potentially confounding variables, thus allowing us to
isolate the effect of the failure type (independent variable) on the PRA target (dependent variable)
while controlling for the confounding variables. First of all, the cases are similar to the extent that
they involve the same IO: the EU. Most importantly, by looking at one and the same IO, we control
for its overall complexity. As IO complexity is considered key for PRA by the IO blame avoidance
literature, comparing failures of IOs with different levels of complexity would distort our analysis.44

to act. It was seen as ‘a rather low compromise’ (Natalia Kroll, ‘The EU’s response to the Libyan crisis: A liberal intergovern-
mentalist approach’, Europa Kolleg Hamburg Study Paper No 2/15 [2015], p. 77). The EU merely ‘stood on the sidelines’ and
was showing ‘inactivity in the face of a crisis with obvious security implications for the Union’s member states, at a time the
US administration was desperate for its European partners to take the lead’ (Menon, ‘European defence policy from Lisbon
to Libya’, p. 75). When France and the UK, alongside the USA and several other countries, engaged in a military operation on
site, they were explicitly not operating within an EU framework (Fitzpatrick, ‘European Union foreign policy and the failure
of potential’; Menon, ‘European defence policy from Lisbon to Libya’, p. 75).

41Nicholas R. Smith, EU–Russian Relations and the Ukraine Crisis (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2016), p. 129;
Thomas Gehring, Kevin Urbanski, and Sebastian Oberthür, ‘The European Union as an inadvertent great power: EU actorness
and the Ukraine crisis’, Journal of Common Market Studies, 55:4 (2017), pp. 727–43 (p. 727); Roy Allison, ‘Russian “deniable”
intervention inUkraine:HowandwhyRussia broke the rules’, International Affairs 90:6 (2014), pp. 1255–297 (p. 1257); Council
of the European Union, ‘Council Decision 2014/145/CFSP of 17 March 2014 concerning restrictive measures in respect of
actions undermining or threatening the territorial integrity, sovereignty and independence of Ukraine’, Official Journal of the
European Union (2014); European Council and Council of the European Union, ‘EU restrictive measures in response to the
crisis in Ukraine’, available at: {https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/sanctions/ukraine-crisis/}.

42See, e.g., Randall E. Newnham, ‘The Ukrainian crisis and Western economic sanctions against Russia: Do they work or
should they be strengthened?’ (2015), Cicero Foundation Great Debate Paper No. 15/04, Maastricht, available at {https://www.
cicerofoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/Newnham_Ukraine_Sanctions_Russia.pdf}, p. 5; Iana Dreyer and Nicu Popescu,
‘Do sanctions against Russia work?’ (2014), p. 3; Christopher M. Davis, ‘The Ukraine conflict, economic–military power
balances and economic sanctions’, Post-Communist Economies, 28:2 (2016), pp. 167–98 (pp. 191–2); Viljar Veebel and Raul
Markus, ‘Lessons from the EU–Russia sanctions 2014–2015’, Baltic Journal of Law & Politics, 8:1 (2015), pp. 165–94 (p. 167);
Berthold Kohler, ‘Putins Krieg’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (29 August 2014); ‘Kritik an EU-Sanktionen’, Der Standard
(31 July 2014); Walter Baier, ‘Putin-Besuch: Der Konfrontation folgt Krieg’, Der Standard (1 July 2014); ‘Russia sanctions:
Dangers of a new Cold War’, The Guardian (31 July 2014).

43Adam Przeworski and Henry Teune, The Logic of Comparative Social Inquiry (Malabar, FL: R.E. Krieger Publishing
Company, 1982), pp. 32–3.

44Hood, The Blame Game; Hobolt and Tilley, Blaming Europe?; Alcañiz and Hellwig, ‘Who’s to blame?’; Rittberger,
Schwarzenbeck, and Zangl, ‘Where does the buck stop?’; León, Jurado, and Garmendia Madariaga, ‘Passing the buck?’.
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Moreover, by studying four cases in the EU, we also control for the general level of legitimacy the
IO enjoys. After all, as the general level of legitimacy is found by the respective literature to vary
across IOs, looking at different IOs would disturb the comparison.45

We also control for potentially confounding factors within the two case pairs. First of all, cases
of the same case pair belong not only to the same policy field but even address similar issues: both
EU foreign policy cases concern illegitimate military operations of foreign countries the EU had to
cope with in its near neighbourhood; and both EU environmental policy cases relate to EU efforts
to bring its members’ carbon emissions into conformity with international agreements. We thus
control for a number of confounders, such as politicisation, that the literature found to vary not
only across IOs but also across issues.46

Furthermore, the decision-making procedures are similar within each case pair. Both EU for-
eign policy cases were subject to the EU’s Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), which
limits decision-making authority to the Council.47 In the two EU environmental policy cases, fol-
lowing a proposal by the European Commission, the Council and the European Parliament shared
policymaking authority.48 We thereby control not only for the legitimacy and complexity of these
procedures, but also for the authority the IO may wield with regard to the respective policies.49
After all, the literature on IO blame avoidance also indicates that authority structures shape PRA.50

To assess the plausibility of the ‘failure hypothesis’, we study the blame attributions for the four
EU policy failures in the coverage of the European quality press. We focus on the media instead of
drawing on surveys because we are interested in the blame attributions that become predominant
in the public sphere, rather than blame attributions citizens accept when asked in private and thus
in isolation from each other. We focus on the quality press rather than the tabloid press, television,
or social media because it is still considered to function as leading media and is thus a good proxy
for capturing the public sphere in European countries.51 In the quality press, we can assess PRA
not only from journalists, but also from public officials, party leaders, civil society actors, experts,
and business leaders, both national and international.52

45Dellmuth et al., Citizens, Elites, and the Legitimacy of Global Governance; Sommerer et al., Global Legitimacy Crises;
Dellmuth and Tallberg, ‘The social legitimacy of international organisations’.

46Swen Hutter, Edgar Grande, and Hanspeter Kriesi (eds), Politicising Europe: Integration and Mass Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2016); P. de Wilde, Ruud Koopmans, Wolfgang Merkel, Oliver Strijbis, and Michael Zürn (eds),
The Struggle over Borders: Cosmopolitanism and Communitarianism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).

47While the CFSP in principle limits policymaking authority to the Council, the Commissionwas also involved by providing
aid for Libyan civil society and by preparing targeted sanctions against the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

48The EU ETS was passed by a Directive of the European Parliament and the Council following the proposal of the
Commission after the adoption of theKyoto Protocol by theCouncil in 2002withDirective 2002/358/EG.TheParis Agreement
was adopted by the Council after the proposal of the Commission and the consent of the Parliament, making its targets legally
binding for the EU member states.

49Zürn, Binder, and Ecker-Ehrhardt, ‘International authority and its politicization’; Thomas Rixen and Bernhard Zangl,
‘The politicization of international economic institutions in US public debates’, The Review of International Organizations, 8:3
(2013), pp. 363–87; Zürn, A Theory of Global Governance.

50Tim Heinkelmann-Wild, Berthold Rittberger and Bernhard Zangl, ‘The European Blame Game: Explaining Public
Responsibility Attributions in the European Union’, in Andreas Kruck, Kai Oppermann and Alexander Spencer (eds), Political
Mistakes and Policy Failures in International Relations (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), pp. 171–89; Rittberger,
Schwarzenbeck, and Zangl, ‘Where does the buck stop?’; Heinkelmann-Wild et al., ‘Blame shifting and blame obfuscation’.

51E.g. Ruud Koopmans, ‘Who inhabits the European public sphere? Winners and losers, supporters and opponents in
Europeanised political debates’, European Journal of Political Research, 46:2 (2007), pp. 183–210; Koopmans and Statham (eds),
The Making of a European Public Sphere; Martin Dolezal, Edgar Grande, and Swen Hutter, ‘Exploring politicisation. Design
and methods’, in Swen Hutter, Edgar Grande, and Hanspeter Kriesi (eds), Politicising Europe: Integration and Mass Politics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 32–60; Risse (ed.), European Public Spheres.

52E.g. Gerhards, Offerhaus, and Roose, ‘Wer ist verantwortlich?’; Rittberger, Schwarzenbeck, and Zangl, ‘Where does the
buck stop?’; Tobias Bach and Kai Wegrich, ‘The politics of blame avoidance in complex delegation structures: The public
transport crisis in Berlin’, European Political Science Review, 11:4 (2019), pp. 415–31; Hinterleitner, Policy Controversies and
Political Blame Games.
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We examined the reporting by eight quality European newspapers from four countries:
Süddeutsche Zeitung and Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung from Germany, Le Monde and Le Figaro
from France, The Guardian and The Times from the United Kingdom (UK), and Der Standard and
Die Presse from Austria. While perhaps not fully representative of the European public as a whole,
these four countries differ in important dimensions: three countries are big, one is small; two have
a past of military activism, two are rather civil powers; and two are rather Eurosceptic and two
pro-European countries. We therefore assume that this selection of newspapers – not countries –
allows us to approximate PRA for the two case pairs in the European press.

To identify in the selected newspapers PRA for the four EU policy disappointments, we con-
ducted a keyword search in the digital newspaper archive Factiva, using the same case-specific
search string across all newspapers.53 In the EU foreign policy case pair, we started our analysis
at the point in time where the respective failures were publicly discussed for the first time, i.e. 15
February 2011, in the case of Libya and 17 March 2014, in the case of Russia. We then analysed
the coverage of the two EU foreign policy failures for a period of one year. In the EU environ-
mental policy case pair, the beginning of our analysis coincides in the ETS case with the start of
the commitment period on 1 January 2008,54 and in the NDC case with the EU’s ratification of
the agreement on 5 October 2016. We analysed the coverage of the two EU environmental policy
failures until 1 June 2020. Through the digital keyword search, we identified overall 1,614 articles,
which we then reviewed manually to sort out duplicates as well as articles that did not address
the respective policy failures. In the resulting sample of 397 relevant articles, we then coded all
statements that amounted to PRA.55

PRAwere identified based on three criteria, each of which was considered necessary, and which
are seen only in combination to be sufficient:56 (1) There is a clearly stated PRA sender, i.e. an
individual or corporate actor that attributes political responsibility for an EU failure; (2) there is
a PRA object, i.e. a clearly stated policy failure for which political responsibility is attributed; (3)
and there is a PRA target, i.e. a clearly named political actor to whom political responsibility is
attributed. We identified 574 statements that amount to PRA: 100 in the Libya case, 197 in the
Russia case, 147 in the ETS case, and 130 in the NDC case. We coded for each statement whether
responsibility was attributed to the EU and the collective of its member states or to one (or several)
individual member states:

• PRA to the EU in general: We coded PRA statements targeting the EU when they refer to
the EU, its supranational and intergovernmental bodies, or their representatives (such as the
President of the Commission or the Council).

• PRA to individual member states: We coded PRA statements targeting individual member
states when they refer to a specific member state, including its governing institutions and
their representatives (such as head of government or minister).

To evaluate our theoretical expectations, we test the following two propositions:

• Relative shares across cases: In cases of failures to act and failures to comply, the share of PRA
targeting individual member states is, all else being equal, higher than in cases of failures to
perform.

• Absolute shares within cases: In cases of failures to act and failures to comply, PRA predom-
inantly target individual member states, whereas in cases of failures to perform, the IO in
general becomes the predominant target.

53For the coverage of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung only, we drew on the newspaper’s own online archive.
54European Commission, ‘EU ETS Handbook’ (2015).
55See Appendix, Table A.1 for the search strings used, the number of hits, as well as relevant articles per case and newspaper.
56See Gerhards, Offerhaus, and Roose, ‘Wer ist verantwortlich?’; Rittberger, Schwarzenbeck, and Zangl, ‘Where does the

buck stop?’. In the Appendix, along with the detailed coding rules, we provide a test of inter-coder reliability.
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Figure 2. PRA targets in the EU foreign policy case pair.
Note: Chi-square tests indicate that the null hypothesis of a randomdistribution cannot only be rejected for the complete sample on the 99 per
cent confidence level (see Appendix, Table A.6), but also for three out of four country sub-samples on the 95 per cent confidence level, namely
for the Austrian sub-sample (Table A.7), the German sub-sample (Table A.8), and the French sub-sample (Table A.9); only for the British sub-
sample can the null hypothesis not be rejected on ameaningful level of confidence (Table A.10).

Public responsibility attributions for EU foreign policy failures
According to our proposition about relative shares, in cases of failures to act (as in the Libya case)
the share of PRA targeting individual member states is, all else being equal, higher than in cases of
failures to perform (as in theRussia case).The comparison of the shares of PRAacross the Libya and
Russia cases lends support to this proposition (see Figure 2). In the Libya case, the share of PRA
attributing responsibility to individual member states is higher (57 per cent) than in the Russia
case (31 per cent). PRA shares do not only differ substantively across the two cases (26 percentage
points), but the difference is also significant. According to a chi-square test, we can reject the null
hypothesis of a random distribution on the 99 per cent confidence level (see Appendix, Table A.5).

Furthermore, according to our proposition about absolute shares, we expect PRA to be predom-
inantly attributed to the member states in the Libya case (as a failure to act) and to the EU in the
Russia case (as a failure to perform). The PRA in both cases lend support to this expectation not
only in the aggregate of the media coverage across the four countries, but also in three out of four
individual countries, with the UK being the only exception (see Appendix, Table A.12).

The bulk of PRA in the Libya case targeted the member states. While a majority of 57 out of
100 statements was directed at EU member states (57 per cent), only a minority of 43 statements
was targeting the EU or the member states as a collective (43 per cent) (see Figure 2). Moreover, in
line with our hypothesis, a good portion of PRA that targeted EU member states was directed at
Germany, which was seen as the EU member that prevented the EU from engaging in joint action.
For instance, the UK Conservative Party claimed ‘that the German abstention meant a clear failure
of EU foreign policy’.57 In a similar vein, a report from the Austrian Die Presse stated:

57Cited in ‘Nato will Flugverbot durchsetzen: Noch kein Beschluss der Allianz / schärfere EU-Sanktionen’, Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (19 March 2011); authors’ translation.
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The abstention of Germany in the Libya Resolution in the UN Security Council … seemed
to be the end of a common foreign policy for a lot of EU diplomats. In addition, there was
the refusal of Berlin to contribute to joint military missions. The common foreign policy, as
already feared, becomes the scourge of German domestic politics.58

At the same time, only a minority of PRA targeted the EU or the member states as a collective.
One example stems from the German Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, in whose reporting the EU
failure to act was heavily criticised:

When it came to the acid test in Libya, theUnion presented itself as disunited as in 2003 before
the war in Iraq and similarly unable to act as in Yugoslavia 20 years ago. … Europe does not
speak with one voice, and it doesn’t act – even though again, everything happens in front of
its doorstep.59

By contrast, in the Russia case, PRA were predominantly targeted at the EU or member states as a
collective. A majority of 135 out of 197 statements attributes responsibility to either the EU or the
collective member states (69 per cent), whereas a minority of 62 statements was directed at indi-
vidual member states (31 per cent) (see Figure 2). For instance, the British Times reports that then
Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras ‘criticized sanctions linked to the Ukraine conflict’, claiming
that ‘the EU … was “shooting itself in the foot”’.60 Similarly, Peter Gauweiler, vice-president of the
governing Christian Social Union (CSU), stated that, by levying sanctions, ‘Brussels brought us
into an escalation of threats’.61

Only a minority of PRA in the Russia case targets specific EU member states. But even these
statements shy away from naming these members and their leaders. For instance, President of the
European Council Donald Tusk reportedly accused ‘certain EU leaders of preferring “appease-
ment” of Russia in the Ukraine conflict and of “naiveté or hypocrisy” in seeking to give Vladimir
Putin the benefit of the doubt’.62

Public responsibility attributions for EU environmental policy failures
According to our proposition about relative shares, in cases of failures to comply (as in the NDC
case) the share of PRA targeting individual member states is, all else being equal, higher than in
cases of failures to perform (as in the ETS case). The comparison of the shares of PRA across the
NDC and ETS cases lends support to this proposition (see Figure 2). In the NDC case, the share of
PRA to individual member states is higher (53 per cent) than in the ETS case (14 per cent). Again,
the difference (of 39 percentage points) across cases is not only substantial but also significant. A
chi-square test shows that the null hypothesis of a random distribution can be rejected on the 99
per cent confidence level (see Appendix, Table A.6).

Moreover, according to our proposition about absolute shares, we expect PRA to predominantly
target the EU and the collective of its member states in the ETS case (as a performance failure), and
to focus mainly on individual member states in the NDC case (as a failure to comply). PRA in both
cases conforms to this expectation not only in the aggregate of the media coverage across the four
countries selected for the analysis, but also in each of these countries individually (see Appendix
A.11–14).

58Wolfgang B ̈ohm, ‘Berlin spaltet europäische Außenpolitik’, Die Presse (2 September 2011); authors’ translation.
59Horst Bacia, ‘Von wegen “Stunde Europas”: Abschied von der Idee einer gemeinsamen EU-Außenpolitik’, Frankfurter

Allgemeine Zeitung (30 April 2011); authors’ translation.
60Tom Kington, ‘Sanctions at risk as Russia gains ally’, The Times (27 January 2015).
61Cited in Nikolaus Piper, ‘Problem Putin; Auch wenn es für die Exportnation Deutschland Schwierig ist: Russlands

Aggression in der Ukraine darf nicht folgenlos bleiben. Sanktionen sind auch wirtschaftspolitisch richtig’, Süddeutsche Zeitung
(3 May 2014); authors’ translation.

62Cited in Ian Traynor, ‘Donald Tusk: Putin’s policy is to have enemies and to be in conflict’, The Guardian (15 March 2015).
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Figure 3. PRA targets in the EU environmental policy case pair.
Note: Chi-square tests indicate that the null hypothesis of a randomdistribution cannot only be rejected for the complete sample on the 99 per
cent confidence level (see Appendix, Table A.6), but also for three out of four country sub-samples on the 95 per cent confidence level, namely
for the Austrian sub-sample (Table A.11), the German sub-sample (Table A.12), and the French sub-sample (Table A.13). The only exception is
again the British sub-sample, where we cannot reject the null hypothesis on ameaningful level of confidence (Table A.14).

In the ETS case, the bulk of PRA is directed at the EU and the collective of its members: out of
147 PRA statements, 123 (86 per cent) target the EU or the member-state collective while a minor-
ity of 21 statements (14 per cent) targets individual member states (see Figure 3). For instance, the
responsibility for the failure that ‘the market was flooded with certificates’ is assigned to the EU
in general as ‘the EU allocated the certificates way too generously to the 12,000 companies par-
ticipating in the trading scheme’.63 Similarly, the ETS is called ‘embarrassing for the EU’.64 Even
more bluntly, climate activists blamed the EU for creating a ‘letter of indulgences for environmen-
tal sinners’ with the ETS.65 Other PRA statements direct responsibility to the collective of the EU’s
member states. For instance, the trading system’s continued failure to perform is attributed to ‘the
strength of industrial lobbies and the weakness of government resolve’, rendering it ‘completely
useless’.66

Only a minority of PRA statements assigns responsibility for the EU’s failure to perform in the
ETS case to individual member states. If so, the member states were mostly blamed for failing to
unilaterally adopt stricter measures (a failure to act) or falling short of the agreed-upon carbon
reductions (a failure to comply). For instance, Ireland was blamed by an NGO for its failure to live
up to its emission targets: ‘Enda Kenny’s two governments have literally made no plan to meet our

63Matthias Auer, ‘Reparatur gestoppt: CO2-Handel in der EU ist wohl gescheitert’, Die Presse (17 April 2013); authors’
translation.

64Marlene Weiss, ‘Klimaschutz: die Droge Kohle’, Süddeutsche Zeitung (15 April 2014); authors’ translation.
65Cited in Eric Frey, ‘Das “Schweizer Messer der Umweltpolitik” ist stumpf ’, Der Standard (16 June 2012); authors’

translation.
66George Monbiot, ‘Climate change enlightenment was fun while it lasted. But now it’s dead: The collapse of the talks

at Copenhagen took away all momentum for change and the lobbyists are back in control. So what next?’ The Guardian
(21 September 2010).
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2020 EU targets which the minister admitted we will overshoot this year or next’ while ‘emissions
had risen by 4 per cent last year’.67

By contrast, in the NDC case, a majority of 69 of 130 PRA statements was directed at individual
member states (53 per cent), while aminority of 61 statementswas assigned responsibility to the EU
or the member-state collective (47 per cent) (see Figure 3). Individual member states were heavily
criticised for not complying with the climate and emission targets set under the EU regulation
adhering to the Paris Agreement. For example, Austria was blamed for falling short of reaching
its 2030 commitments: ‘Austria is strikingly missing the 2030 EU climate targets. … Until 2030,
Austria has to reduce its emissions by 36% under EU regulation in comparison to 2005. As of now,
all national energy and climate commitments only account for a reduction of 27%.’68 In the same
vein, the ‘little action’ by Germany was also fiercely criticised: ‘Although the Germans talk about
environmental protection more than almost anyone else in the world, they release more carbon
dioxide in relation to the size of the country than almost anyone else.’69 Also then-EU member
the UK was blamed for its failure to reach its national climate goals. Barry Gardiner, the shadow
international trade and climate spokesman (Labour), claimed:

2018 is the year when countries have been asked by the UN to ratchet up their commitments
on climate change. Instead our government is actually proposing to count emissions savings
made from as far back as 2010 towards fulfilling their obligations in the next decade from
2021–2030. This sneaky, behind-the-scenes amendment indicates a government that likes to
pretend it is a global leader but will not take the strong policy action needed to deliver the
necessary change.70

Similarly, the Irish government was blamed by a member of the Green Party for its measures being
‘nowhere near good enough’71 tomeet its climate objectives. Finally, Poland, Estonia, Hungary, and
the Czech Republic were respectively condemned as ‘irresponsible’ by environmental activists.72

A minority of PRA statements was assigned either to the EU or the collective of its member
states. For example, EU member states were collectively made responsible for failing to enforce the
EU’s climate goals within the Paris Agreement: ‘The failure up to now of the 28 member states to
commit to a goal of net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, let alone anything more ambitious,
highlights the danger of history repeating itself.’73 MEPSkaKeller from theGreenParty also blamed
the member states for their unwillingness to adopt stricter climate measures calling it a ‘disgrace’
that even though ‘many people voted for more climate protection within the European elections
… it is more important to protect industry interest for the EU member states’.74

Conclusion
The two pairwise comparisons corroborate our ‘failure hypothesis’. In the EU foreign policy case
pair, PRA for the EU’s failed intervention in Libya (failure to act) targeted individual EU member
states, while it was predominantly directed at the EU as well as the collective of its member states
in the case of the Russia sanctions (failure to perform). In the EU environmental policy case pair,
the majority of PRA was directed at the EU and the collective of its member states in the ETS case

67Cited in Aaron Rogan, ‘Minister accused of hot air over emissions’, The Times (8 December 2016).
68Matthias Auer, ‘Klimaschutz braucht mehr Budget’, Die Presse (6 March 2020); authors’ translation.
69Ralph Bollmann, ‘Das deutsche Klima-Experiment’, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (22 September 2019); authors’

translation.
70Arthur Neslen, ‘Secret UK push to weaken EU climate laws “completely mad”’, The Guardian (9 May 2018).
71Cited in Niamh Lyons, ‘Failure to tackle climate change could end in court, Taoiseach told’, The Times (16 November

2017).
72Cited in Karoline Meta Beisel, Matthias Kolb, and Alexander Mühlauer, ‘Klimaschutz per Fußnote; Von ursprünglich

großen Ambitionen der EU ist ziemlich wenig geblieben’, Süddeutsche Zeitung (22 June 2019); authors’ translation.
73Daniel Boffey, ‘EU’s soaring climate rhetoric not always matched by action’, The Guardian (11 December 2019).
74Meta Beisel, Kolb, and Mühlauer, ‘Klimaschutz per fußnote’; authors’ translation.
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(failure to perform), whereas individual EU member states were held responsible most of the time
in the NDC case (failure to comply).

Our ‘failure hypothesis’ also holds whenmoving from the above comparison of four cases of EU
policy failures to the level of individual PRA statements.The analysis of all the 574 PRA statements
that we coded for the four cases of EU policy failures indicates that PRA statements that hint at
performance failures tend to target the EU, whereas PRA statements hinting at either failures to
act or failures to comply tend to target individual member states. The null hypothesis of a random
distribution of PRA targets can be, according to the chi-square test, rejected on the 99 per cent
confidence level (see Appendix, Table A.16 and A.17).

While the comparison of PRA in the four cases as well as the analysis of all PRA statements in
these cases clearly increases our confidence in the ‘failure hypothesis’, two caveats are in order: first,
while we found the expected PRA patterns in three of the four countries, the null hypothesis could
not be rejected for the British sub-sample in both case pairs. One reason could be that expectations
towards the EU were generally less pronounced in the UK than in Germany, France, and Austria.

Second, whereas the employed most-similar-case-design allows us to be confident with regard
to the internal validity of our results, it also raises the issue of their external validity. For instance,
we cannot be sure that our arguments apply to other issue areas or IOs. However, the fact that
our ‘failure hypothesis’ was supported for EU policy failures in issue areas as different as foreign
policy and environmental policy increases our confidence in the external validity of our findings.
Moreover andmost importantly, due to its overall complexity the EU generally constitutes a ‘crucial
case’ for our argument. As we find that in cases of failures to act and failures to comply member
states cannot hide behind the EU, we can assume this to be true as well for IOs that are less complex
than the EU. At least with regard to these failures, it is hard to see why the failure hypothesis should
not travel to IOs that are less complex than the EUwhere it should be evenmore difficult for states to
hide behind the IO. With regard to performance failures, though, our failure hypothesis might not
travel as easily from the EU to less complex IOs. It could actually be that it requires the complexity
of the EU for states to be able to avoid becoming the main target of PRA. In cases of performance
failures, an IO might thus only become the predominant blame target when it is also complex,
whereas in non-complex IOs the member states may become the main PRA target.75 With regard
to performance failures, further research is thus needed to study the interaction with the level of
IO complexity and assess whether it holds also that IOs that are less complex than the EU become,
in cases of performance failures, the main PRA target.

From a normative perspective, our theory’s implications appear positive, at least at first glance.
While some studies argue that the number of veto players in IOs and their increasing preference
heterogeneity will lead to IO deadlock,76 our hypothesis suggests that states that block joint IO poli-
cies to address global problems, and thus generate IO failures to act, will become the target of PRA
andbe held to account – at least when they act as isolated veto players.77 Thispoints to a disincentive
for states to use their veto power too frequently – a disincentive the literature on IO deadlocks has
overlooked so far. Similarly, while some studies argue that the lack of centralised IO enforcement
renders IO policies ineffective,78 our hypothesis suggests that states that disregard IO policies, and
thus generate IO compliance failures, will become the target of PRA and held to account.79 This
points to a disincentive for states to violate their commitments in IOs – a disincentive the literature
on compliance has always assumed but rarely analysed empirically.

75See also Heinkelmann-Wild et al., European Blame Games.
76Thomas Hale, David Held, and Kevin Young, Gridlock: Why Global Cooperation Has Failed When It’s Most Needed

(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013).
77Giovanni Mantilla, ‘Forum isolation: Social opprobrium and the origins of the international law of internal conflict’,

International Organization, 72:2 (2018), pp. 317–49.
78George W. Downs, David M. Rocke, and Peter N. Barsoom, ‘Is the good news about compliance good news about

cooperation?’, International Organization, 50:3 (1996), pp. 379–406.
79See also Kriegmair et al., ‘Dolce far niente?’.
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At a second glance, however, the normative implications of our results are more negative. To
the extent that member states cannot agree on effective IO policies, they face strong incentives to
agree at least on symbolic policies which are then prone to performance failures. After all, member
states prefer IO performance failures (resulting from symbolic policies) over IO action failures
(which arise if they cannot agree on any policy) or IO compliance failures (which arise if they
disregard agreed policies). Symbolic policies allow member states to avoid failures to act (as they
are easier to agree on), and they also help states to avoid failures to comply (as they are easier to
adhere to). Thus, at least in the short run, IO member states will prefer symbolic IO policies.80 In
the long run, however, symbolic policies that fail to address pressing global problems are likely to
undermine the legitimacy of IOs and thus the very IO authority on which their ability to absorb
public responsibility rests.

To constrainmember states’ opportunities to avoid blame in IOs, simplicity is key.While policy-
making inmany IOs is shared among supranational and governmental actors, their responsibilities
should be separated to ensure that specific IO bodies or even actors can be held accountable
by the public. Increasing the clarity of responsibility in IOs thus promises to improve not only
their accountability but also their performance and thus both their input as well as their output
legitimacy.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0260210524000330.

Acknowledgements. We wish to thank the three anonymous reviewers, the editors, as well as the participants of the Global
Politics Research Colloquium at LMU Munich. We are specifically grateful to Marius Mehrl, Carolyn Moser, and Sebastian
Schindler for their very helpful comments on earlier versions of the manuscript. We also would like to thank Andrea Johanson
and Simon Zemp for their invaluable support in identifying and coding public blame attributions. Our research was supported
by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) (project number 391007015). It immensely benefited from our joint work
with Lisa Kriegmair and Berthold Rittberger in this project on European Blame Games.

Bernhard Zangl is Professor of Global Governance and Public Policy at LMU Munich, Germany. He holds an MA from
the University of Tübingen and a PhD from the University of Bremen. Before moving to Munich in 2009, he was Professor
of International Relations at the University of Bremen. He also held visiting positions at Harvard University, the European
University Institute, NorthwesternUniversity, and the Berlin Social Science Center. His research focuses on international insti-
tutions and their adjustments to global power shifts as well as the dynamics of indirect governance in international institutions.
He also works on loyalty in politics.

Tim Heinkelmann-Wild is a research fellow at the Chair of Global Governance and Public Policy and the Chair of
International Relations at LMUMunich, Germany. He has held visiting positions at Nuffield College as well as the Department
of Politics and International Relations (DPIR) at the University of Oxford. He holds a Bachelor’s degree in Political Science
and History as well as a Master’s degree in Political Science from LMU Munich. He works on the contestation of international
institutions and blame games and international organisations, as well as indirect governance in warfare.

Juliane Glovania works as a scientific officer and project manager at the Centre for International Affairs of HSWT, Germany.
As part of the HSWT Network Africa, she coordinates research cooperation and capacity-building projects with partner insti-
tutions from all over Africa. Juliane holds a Master’s degree in Political Science from LMU Munich, Germany, and a Bachelor’s
degree in Political Science and Sociology from JGU Mainz, Germany.

LouisaKlein-Bölting is a graduate student at ColumbiaUniversity’s School of International and Public Affairs and the London
School of Economics and Political Science, where she studies Public Administration. She holds two Bachelor’s degrees in
Political Science and Philosophy from LMU Munich. At LMU, she worked at the Chair of Global Governance and Public
Policy researching responsibility attributions and blame-shifting strategies in the European Union. Currently, her areas of
interest include the ethics and regulation of AI and the impact of misinformation on democratic societies.

80See also Dimitrov, ‘Empty institutions in global environmental politics’.

Cite this article: Bernhard Zangl, Tim Heinkelmann-Wild, Juliane Glovania and Louisa Klein-B ̈olting, ‘No place to hide: The
public attribution of responsibility for policy failures of international organisations’, Review of International Studies (2024), pp.
1–18. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000330

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

02
60

21
05

24
00

03
30

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000330
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000330
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000330
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0260210524000330

	No place to hide: The public attribution of responsibility for policy failures of international organisations
	Introduction
	Theory: Clarity of responsibility for IO policy failures
	Failures to act
	Failures to perform
	Failures to comply

	Research design: Assessing PRA for EU policy failures
	Public responsibility attributions for EU foreign policy failures
	Public responsibility attributions for EU environmental policy failures
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements


