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Abstract
Inconsistent efforts at international cooperation often undermined global
efforts to mitigate the COVID-19 health pandemic. Pundits and scholars alike laid much
of the blame for this lack of cooperation on domestic political factors, especially populist
leaders. Could international relations theories have predicted this behavior? I argue that
there are no off-the-shelf theories that engage populism with traditional mechanisms of
international cooperation, especially cooperation facilitated by international institutions. I
explore how populist sentiment, whether stemming from the public or leaders, can pose barriers to cooperation. I argue that populists are especially likely to resist cues from foreign
actors; are especially reticent to delegate national sovereignty; and are especially resistant
to policies that result in gains for elites and, when coupled with nationalism, foreigners.
The essay concludes with suggestions for further theoretical and empirical research.

As a global health pandemic, the COVID-19 crisis required significant international
cooperation to blunt its magnitude and its effects. Unfortunately, at least through the
end of 2020 only limited international cooperation had emerged. While some countries supported global efforts through the World Health Organization (WHO), others,
such as the United States, mostly criticized the organization’s efforts. And even nonAmerican leaders in Europe were skeptical that countries that were supposedly
cooperating—China, for example—were actually living up to their promises.1 A
global crisis that needed coordination and cooperation was instead characterized by
defection and dissension.2
Domestic political forces have been proffered as a possible explanation for some
countries’ resistance to international cooperation in the face of the pandemic.
Specifically, observers have pointed fingers at the populist and nationalist-populist
movements that have gained significant support across a range of countries in
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1. “China delayed releasing coronavirus info, frustrating WHO,” Associated Press, June 3, 2020.
2. These international disparities parallel the variation in countries’ domestic responses, which ranged
from shutting down quickly and completely (e.g., South Korea) to practically denying the existence of
any problem (e.g., Brazil) to a hodgepodge of poorly-coordinated local policies (the U.S.). The diversity
of domestic responses only increased as the infection curve flattened and debates emerged about when
to re-opening economically and when to relax social distancing rules.
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recent years. Countries that are home to these movements seemed on average less
likely to support international efforts.
Can existing international relations (IR) theories explain the patterns of international cooperation that we observed in 2020? In this essay, I argue that while we
have a wide range of theories of domestic politics and international cooperation3
there are no off-the-shelf theories that explain how populist movements may influence international cooperation. This is an important exercise both in allowing IR to
speak to the current historical moment and also in reconciling existing findings on
the laudatory effects of international organizations (IOs) in creating public support
for cooperation4 with the contrary narrative of a backlash against global cooperation
arrangements.
Existing theories do provide a starting point. I focus on three domestic factors that
scholars have argued are especially important for explaining countries’ willingness to
cooperate internationally: receptivity to informational cues from international actors,
willingness to give up national sovereignty by delegating power to international institutions, and concerns about the distribution of gains from cooperation (both domestically and internationally). For each one, I explain how populist sentiment—whether
stemming from the public or leaders—can pose barriers to cooperation. In short,
I argue that populists are especially likely to resist cues from foreign actors; are especially reticent to delegate national sovereignty; and are especially resistant to policies
that result in gains for elites and, when coupled with nationalism, foreigners. Thus,
populist ideology can pose formidable barriers to international cooperation.
In the pages that follow, I begin by briefly justifying my focus on domestic factors
such as mass public attitudes and the attitudes of national leaders. I then propose a
series of hypotheses about the possible effects of populist leaders and movements
on international cooperation. Finally, I note that the causal arrow can go in both
directions, and advocate for more research investigating how international factors
have shaped nationalist-populist movements, especially outside of Europe.5
Of the work in this online supplement, this essay falls squarely in the “inspired by
COVID” camp. COVID-19 has stimulated significant commentary about how various
domestic and international factors influence and are influenced by the global pandemic.6
Core among these dynamics is the realization that populism, and nationalist-inspired
populism specifically, has become enmeshed with the pandemic.7
A New York Times article on the pandemic noted a common narrative: “Where the
Virus Is Growing Most: Countries With ‘Illiberal Populist’ Leaders.”8 Several political scientists are cited as suggesting that countries with nationalist-populist leaders

3. For example, Fang 2008; Mattes and Rodriguez 2014.
4. For example, Thompson 2006; Putnam and Shapiro 2017.
5. For an exception, see Verbeek and Zaslove 2017.
6. See Drezner 2020 for an overview.
7. See Linsker 2020; Rachman 2020.
8. David Leonhardt and Lauren Leatherby, “Where the Virus Is Growing Most: Countries With ‘Illiberal
Populist’ Leaders,” New York Times, June 2, 2020.
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(specifically “illiberal populists”) are seeing the virus run rampant; the four states
with the highest infection rates (the US, the UK, Brazil, and Russia) were all governed by populist leaders. The mechanisms suggested for this observation included
a rejection of international cooperation and a rejection of expertise advising more
stringent government responses.
We have little off-the-shelf theory (other than broad ideas that “domestic politics
matter”) suggesting specific mechanisms to explain why populist-nationalist movements should reduce international cooperation or policy coordination. However,
there are many places to look for insight about how domestic political movements
can translate into international behavior: theories about how interest groups,9 coalitions,10 compliance constituencies,11 and veto players12 shape international cooperation could all offer insight. Moreover, a sizable and growing body of empirical and
experimental work suggests that mass publics can shape cooperation and governance in both positive and negative ways in areas such as human rights,13 international law,14 trade,15 supranationalism,16 and compliance with international
courts.17 Is it possible to incorporate populist nationalism into these existing
works, and if so, how?
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Defining Populism
To begin, it is worth reviewing the concepts of populism and nationalism. Most
scholars adopt a definition of populism offered by Mudde and Kaltwasser as a
“thin-centered ideology that considers society to be ultimately separated into two
homogenous and antagonistic groups, ‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’
and that politics should be an expression of the general will of the people.”18 A
key part of this definition is the “thin-centered” concept that there are no ideologically-driven policy preferences that necessarily flow from populism. According to
Mudde and others, these preferences are attached to particular populist movements
by leaders who claim to represent “the people.”19 This definition thus helps
explain why one can find significant heterogeneity among populist movements in
terms of their place on the traditional left-right spectrum and their views towards
international organizations and cooperation.20

9. Grossman and Helpman 2002.
10. Snyder 1991.
11. Dai 2005; Simmons 2009.
12. Mansfield, Milner, and Pevehouse 2007.
13. Putnam and Shapiro 2017.
14. Kreps and Wallace 2016.
15. Chaudoin 2014.
16. Hobolt 2016; de Vries 2018.
17. Voeten 2013; Madsen et al, 2020.
18. Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013.
19. Mudde 2014.
20. Verbeek and Zaslove 2017; Copelovitch and Pevehouse 2019.
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Yet despite the lack of a core ideological set of beliefs to generate policy prescriptions (contra Marxism, for example), deducing a set of preferences from populists
regarding international cooperation preferences is a straightforward and potentially
valuable exercise. By definition, populist leaders and populist-oriented publics will
be anti-elite at their core. Given the common perception that foreign affairs and internationalism are elite interests, we should not be surprised to find that populist movements are often skeptical of international engagement. For example, in the United
States there is a long history of the general public viewing domestic institutions
such as the State Department through the prism of elitism, which some scholars
argue was historically well-deserved.21
Given the association of many multilateral cooperation institutions with elites and
elitism, populists of most stripes are skeptical of international and regional governance institutions.22 Global institutions are often described as distant and technocratic,23 anti-democratic,24 and elitist.25
A close kin to anti-elitist views are anti-expert views. The COVID-19 crisis has
driven home this facet of populism quite clearly. Populist leaders (and their followers)
have routinely denounced expert communities (what in IR we would label epistemic
communities).26 Given that these epistemic communities of scientists and medical
professionals often operate and network across borders, it is fairly easy to see them
as part of the elite whether the issue is global health or climate change.27
Beyond anti-elitism, the literature suggests there are few other strong belief structures common to populist movements.28 Populist movements can pick up additional
beliefs to meld with anti-elitism. One common belief that seems to go hand-in-hand
with current populist movements is nationalism.
Nationalism can be a natural outgrowth of populism if a leader’s or movement’s
definition of “the people” stops at national borders. This is why nationalism is
often a handmaiden to populism: defining “the people” along geographic boundaries
is quite easy for politicians. However, as Copelovitch and Pevehouse have argued,
this need not be the case.29 Indeed, the populists of Latin America in the 1970s
defined their calls against elites as a movement against the Western-supported neoliberal system.30 In this view, nationalism is a variable that may or may not be
present in populist movements.31 Still, the very presence (and ubiquity) of the
phrase “nationalist-populism” suggests a relationship between the two.

21. Hook 2003.
22. Verbeek and Zaslove 2017, 21.
23. Rubenfeld 2004.
24. Dahl 1999.
25. Rabkin 2005.
26. Haas 1992.
27. See Johnson’s 2020 essay on this idea.
28. Mudde and Kaltwasser 2013.
29. Copelovitch and Pevehouse 2019.
30. Johnson 1983.
31. See also Verbeek and Zaslove 2017.

The COVID-19 Pandemic, International Cooperation, and Populism

E195

Still, although populist leaders may further divide the “true people” domestically,
the social identity politics of defining those outside one’s borders as not part of the ingroup is a tried and true strategy.32 Populist leaders often attempt to mobilize opinion
around issues such as cross-border immigration, trade, and the threat of terrorism. For
now, however, note that this argument requires that citizens can be mobilized around
traditional foreign policy issues: an assumption we cannot take for granted.
The remainder of this essay evaluates how the core of anti-elitist beliefs, sometimes
coupled with a companion belief of exclusive nationalism, intersects with our existing
theories and knowledge about international cooperation. In each case, I show how
populist (or in some cases nationalist-populist) beliefs link to existing theories of
cooperation to suggest the mechanism linking that ideology to international cooperation (or the lack thereof). First, however, I review a more fundamental question concerning public attitudes and international relations: does the public matter at all?
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The Domestic Politics of International Cooperation
Any attempt to theorize about how the populist trends in domestic politics influence
international cooperation seems to presume that public opinion and leaders matter for
foreign policy. It is worth noting that there is work suggesting that the public does not
actually care about foreign policy.33 Similarly, some scholars suggest public opinion
plays little role in the formulation of policy.34
Yet the common narrative of the rise of populism and anti-globalization backlash is
that a portion of the public has turned against globalization and its attendant institutions. These two positions are in tension. If publics are unlikely to care about these
issues, let alone vote on them, it is doubtful that leaders would address them so
frequently.35
Leaders do address international cooperative arrangements, in part, because the
know-nothing view of the public has been widely debunked in many studies.36
While the public may not excel at current events quizzes, that does not imply a
lack of interest or consistent attitudes about foreign affairs. There is evidence in
the area of international institutions that the public attempts to become more knowledgeable when events suggest those institutions are relevant.37
Similar work in foreign policy analysis suggests that the public has well-structured
attitudes about multilateralism. The work attempts to isolate the dimensions over
which groups of voters vary on their views of international affairs. Of particular relevance is work suggesting that, along with an isolationism-internationalism

32. This obviously requires a coherent national identity to be constructed. This would suggest
nationalist-tinged populist movements should be rare in relatively new states.
33. Almond 1950. One could also consult Converse 1964. On this formulation, see Holsti 1992.
34. See Busby and Monten 2012; Page and Bouton 2006.
35. For contrary evidence on voting, see Colantone and Stanig 2018.
36. For example Holsti 1992; Baum and Potter 2008.
37. Pelc 2013; Voeten 2013.
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and militarism-non-militarism dimensions, a third multilateral-unilateral dimension is
present in the structure of public attitudes towards international relations.38
This research suggests that questions of the structure of global governance are on
an attitudinal dimension of their own, not comingled with questions of use of force
or isolationism more generally.
When discussing domestic politics and international cooperation, especially in the
context of populism, the question of leaders is also relevant. Specifically, are publics
simply responding to elite cues? Long-running debates in American politics argue
over who is leading whom, especially on the topic of international affairs.39
A recent investigation into these debates is the work of Guisinger and Saunders.40
They argue that leaders are relevant for public opinion and that there is still debate
about whether elites move public views because of information or partisan cues.41
They further note it is possible that the mechanism could differ across issue area.
And indeed, their own findings suggest this is the case: in some issue areas (environmental agreements), cues are largely followed on partisan lines; while in others (the
World Trade Organization), cues are followed in a less partisan nature. Their theory
suggests this is a function of the pre-existing polarization of the issue.
This strand of research is important given that there is strong evidence that masses
pay more attention to issues when there is elite dissensus.42 Elite disagreement on
policy issues is a cue to the media to relay these debates to the mass public,
leading them to pay more attention to the issue. Thus, stark debates between traditional supporters of international institutions and those against them are likely to
raise the salience of international issues in the eyes of the public. Aldrich,
Sullivan, and Borgida show that as salience increases, voters are more likely to
rank international issues as important to their votes.43
In addition, we know that leaders do engage their publics concerning international
cooperation. Schmidtke reviews several years of elite rhetoric about three governance
institutions (the G-8, European Union, and United Nations) from four countries.44
Although this work does not attempt to evaluate the influence of rhetoric on public
views of the organizations, it finds no increase over time that suggests a secular
rise in anti-IO rhetoric among elites. Their study should give rise to more investigations of how elites frame global governance issues to their publics, an issue I
return to in the conclusion. Their finding of a strongly negative balance of elite
statements is consistent with indexing theory: only when elites criticize and
debate a policy issue does the media turn its lens to that issue. Thus, we should

38. Chittick, Billingsley, and Travis 1995. They revised the Wittkopf-Holsti-Rosenau two-dimension
model.
39. Zaller 1992; Aldrich, Sullivan, and Borgida 1989; Page and Bouton 2006.
40. Guisinger and Saunders 2017.
41. On information, see Hiscox 2006. On partisan cues, see Berinsky 2009.
42. Bennett 1990; Soroka 2003. For an international relations example, see Howell and Pevehouse 2007.
43. Aldrich, Sullivan, and Borgida 1989.
44. Schmidtke 2019.

The COVID-19 Pandemic, International Cooperation, and Populism

E197

probably not conclude that elites are generally unsupportive of international institutions given this data, but rather that the media highlights elite disagreements more
than agreements.
The flip side of the “elites lead” coin is the possibility that leaders are constrained
by public opinion. Tomz, Weeks, and Yarhi-Milo suggest that elites do take public
views into account, at least in the area of security policy.45 A common approach in
public opinion work suggests constraining effects, such as the anticipatory influence
of public opinion.46 By this logic, leaders and elites may not directly read public
mood on foreign policy issues, yet they have a sense of important boundaries set
by the public, which serves as guide rails to policy choice.
Despite these important studies, we need far more evidence about the circumstances under which leaders lead or follow with regard to international affairs.
Much of the current debate concerning the populist backlash to globalization and
global governance centers on whether the populist leaders are cause or effect (or
both). But as the COVID-19 crisis shows, both top-down and bottom-up backlashes
against government responses are present, varying by country and over time within
country. Assessing who led whom in particular episodes may be empirically difficult.
The next section thus takes for granted that populist leaders, their followers, and
mass publics in general are relevant for the study of international cooperation, and
develops hypotheses about how populist ideology, with its anti-elite foundations
(and sometimes nationalist kin), can influence international cooperation
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Populist Ideology and International Cooperation
Scholars of international cooperation have focused on a variety of ways in which
domestic political actors are implicated in the prospects of international cooperation.
The populist anti-elite views among populist leaders and a populace may influence
international cooperation through multiple mechanisms: by undermining information
effects of international institutions, hindering delegation, and resistance to the distribution of gains from cooperation. I discuss each of these mechanisms in turn.
Receptivity to Information and Cues
There are many theories of how international organizations facilitate cooperation
through domestic politics via an information mechanism. The mechanism has
been especially prominent in explanations of how international organizations interact
with domestic political constraints.47 For example, early empirical work argued
that mass publics responded favorably to what could be labeled endorsements
by international organizations. For example, Chapman finds that UN Security

45. Tomz, Weeks, and Yarhi-Milo 2020.
46. Powlick and Katz 1998; Baum and Potter 2008.
47. Fang 2008.
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Council approval leads to increases in US presidential popularity surrounding the
onset of military disputes.48 Thompson suggests that signals from international
bodies can be informative to both leaders and publics regarding the use of force.49
Using an experimental design, Grieco and colleagues show similar endorsement
effects among the American public from international institutions.50 Johns and
Davies find similar effects for the British public.51
Other recent empirical studies have examined the informational effects of international institutions on public attitudes outside the security realm, mostly in the area
of international law. The typical experimental design informs respondents as to
whether a behavior is consistent or inconsistent with existing law. Chilton examines
the laws of war on public support for conflict.52 Chilton and Versteeg and Wallace
examine questions regarding international law and torture.53 Findley, Nielson, and
Sharman explore anti-corruption laws.54 Chilton as well as Putnam and Shapiro investigate the influence of international law on support for human rights.55
The existing studies suggest that at least some portion of the public must value the
information provided by cooperative institutions to shift opinion on policy preferences. Yet the anti-elite views inherent in populism should attenuate these effects.
Given that institutions are elitist and operating for the benefit of a privileged class,
information from them is likely to be less credible. We should expect individuals
with populist-oriented beliefs to be less moved by information from and endorsement
by international institutions. Note the mechanism: completely discounting the information no matter whether it is favorable or unfavorable to the interests of the state.
Populists should dismiss the information as inherently biased against “the people,”
since it arises from an elite institution, regardless of whether or not the institution
is representative of their interests.56 Thus, these anti-elite views (which also beget
anti-expertise views) should lead to a complete populist discounting of all information from elite institutions (domestic and international) regardless of an institution’s
perceived alignment with populist goals. I return to whether perceived preference
similarity may negate this dynamic below.
What other information-related mechanisms may be influenced by the anti-elitism
of populist movements? Another possibility is the compliance-inducing effects of
naming and shaming.57 Because populists will heavily discount or completely
ignore information from elitist international organizations, news that their own country’s policies are not in line with expectations of other member states will be unlikely

48. Chapman 2009.
49. Thompson 2006.
50. Grieco et al, 2011.
51. Johns and Davies 2014.
52. Chilton 2015.
53. Chilton and Versteeg 2016; Wallace 2013.
54. Findley, Nielson, and Sharman 2013.
55. Chilton 2014; Putnam and Shapiro 2017.
56. For example, Thompson 2006.
57. Keck and Sikkink 1998; Hafner-Burton 2008.
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to ruffle a populist’s feathers, let alone encourage policy change. One could even
imagine such condemnation as a badge of honor for the unapologetic populist.
A related mechanism through which populism may attenuate naming and shaming
involves a political psychology-oriented explanation that works through leaders.
Some scholars of populism have linked its presence to a cult of personality around
its leaders. Psychological assessments of world leaders tend to find a high degree
of narcissism in those who are populists.58 It is also well understood in psychology
that narcissism and shame do not mix.59 If naming and shaming depends on a leader
feeling shame before instigating policy change, it will be a long wait for that change.
Both the information and the psychological mechanism predict that populism is
likely to lessen cooperation that might have happened due to naming and shaming.
For example, Tingley and Tomz’s findings, based on their multi-country survey on
the role of reciprocity in public attitudes on climate change, suggest that shaming
in international fora can encourage cooperation.60 They contend that international
agreements would garner more public support by incorporating these ideas into
their design. Yet naming and shaming may be less helpful in populist-led or
populist-majority countries.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818320000399 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Delegation
A second factor supporting international cooperation is states’ willingness to delegate
to international organizations. When states delegate, they inevitably encounter some
level of sovereignty costs, defined as the legal surrendering of policy discretion to
international organizations.61 Sovereignty costs are generally conceived of as a
design issue: all international institutions are meant to restrict the policies of
member states in some way, though the level of sovereignty costs varies across agreements.62 The key point is that without some tolerance of sovereignty costs, international cooperation becomes impossible.
Delegation also brings the conveyance of political authority, which shapes the
legitimacy of international institutions. It is also argued that without legitimacy international organizations are unlikely to achieve their goals.63 Unfortunately, populists
would seem to be especially sensitive to any loss of national sovereignty. In general,
outsiders’ interruption of governance by the “pure” people is unthinkable for the
populist, who should therefore tend to eschew delegation to international organizations. For populists, “the people” certainly do not include bureaucrats from international organizations. Populists will be unwilling to suffer the sovereignty costs
imposed by delegation to international institutions and should also find this

58. Nai and Martinez i Coma 2019.
59. Zaslov 1998.
60. Tingley and Tomz 2014.
61. Moravscik 2000.
62. Hafner-Burton, Mansfield, and Pevehouse 2015.
63. Tallberg, Bäckstrand, and Scholte 2018.
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delegation of authority a source of illegitimacy of international organizations. I
examine the sovereignty cost and legitimacy mechanisms in turn.
Particularly relevant for international cooperation has been work discussing
sovereignty costs in the area of human rights institutions. Not surprisingly,
populist-nationalist movements have been particularly reticent to cooperate with
international human rights institutions, and present a challenge to them.64 Whether
that challenge is attempting to roll back delegation to those institutions (e.g., withdrawal) or arguing they are promoting a different conception of human rights
altogether (e.g., religious rights), populists do not have a strong track record of
accepting sovereignty costs from international human rights institutions.
But concerns about delegation are not only relevant for human rights. In existing
scholarship it is not difficult to find examples of fear of delegation to international
organizations among the public in other issue areas. For example, recent work by
Hahm and colleagues on the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership
(TTIP) agreement suggests that surrendering dispute settlement to third party arbitration is particularly unpopular among the public.65 Their findings held across a
number of individual-level characteristics.
Similarly, Milner and Tingley find in a survey of Americans that support for the
multilateral (versus bilateral) provision of foreign aid is relatively low.66 They
suggest their findings are consistent with the principal-agent model: citizens are hesitant to delegate foreign aid dollars to organizations which do not align closely with
their preferences. Their findings are especially strong for self-identified conservatives
who feel international institutions do not reflect their preferences.67
Neither of these studies assess populism as a source of anti-delegation attitudes.
Yet both studies raise an important question: is it delegation per se (e.g., reduced
policy flexibility) that populists may reject or is it conditional on the expected preferences of the agent (the classic delegation dilemma of the principal-agent model)? Or
are populists more sensitive to small divergence of preferences given more extensive
delegation? Does agreement flexibility68 assuage populists?
From a purely populist ideological perspective the answer could be that delegation
in and of itself is a betrayal of a legitimate governance process run by “the people.”
Because those who would be delegated authority are not part of the pure people,
populists should also see governance processes within international institutions as
dangerous. The classic refrain of “who elected the bureaucrats” should ring loudly.
Recent empirical work, however, suggests that theoretical concerns over delegation could be less of a concern than is generally supposed. Madsen and colleagues
conduct a survey experiment in five European countries to determine if objections
to supranational courts are based more on procedural (overruling national courts)

64. Helfer 2020.
65. Hahm et al, 2019.
66. Milner and Tingley 2013.
67. Milner and Tingley 2013: 338.
68. Rosendorff and Milner 2001.
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or substantive (disagree with decisions) grounds.69 They find that respondents are
more likely to object to the substance of a decision versus a violation of sovereignty.
In other words, respondents were more likely to accept a European court ruling if they
agreed with an outcome, even if it overruled their own domestic court.
Empirical findings in the issue area of climate change are also relevant. Bechtel and
Scheve find public support for international climate agreements tied to issues of institutional design.70 Through a series of survey experiments in four countries, they show
that issues of enforcement, participation, and cost and distribution play an important
role in shaping public support for a hypothetical climate agreement. Their findings
speak to questions of public support for particular notions of delegation and its
importance for regime design.
In this discussion both preferences and legitimacy loom large. Turning to the
concept of legitimacy helps put the earlier question of preferences and delegation
versus process into sharper relief. Populists are likely to see delegation to international institutions as an illegitimate delegation. For example, recall Boris
Johnson’s consistent suggestion that the EU “subverts our democracy.”71 This is
not an argument that the EU has different preferences, but that decisions in
Brussels are not decisions made in London and are therefore problematic from a
process perspective.
This line of argument dovetails nicely with recent research on the legitimacy of
international institutions. Recent empirical work has responded to contestation over
multilateralism72 with new survey work examining what shapes public perceptions
of IO legitimacy. A common frame within this legitimacy research paradigm is
whether the public is more concerned about the processes within an institution
(process legitimacy) or the effectiveness of institutions (output legitimacy).
Empirical findings, including survey experiments in four countries by Delmuth,
Schulte, and Tallberg show that concerns about both are important to the public.73
They also show, however, that whether process or output is more important varies
by issue area.
To assess the power of the populist ideology (especially as distinct from concern
over preferences), more work is needed to uncover the origins of public views
about legitimacy of international organizations. If support is simply a function of
the perceived preference distance between an institution and an individual, this
may leave little room for some of the thicker notions of legitimacy involving consultative or deliberative notions. Are the roots of concerns over delegation about normatively-based legitimacy issues? Or is the concern more materialist: sovereignty
costs inherently involve delegation which limits a state’s potential policy latitude

69. Madsen et al, 2020.
70. Bechtel and Scheve 2013.
71. Boris Johnson, “EU Exit a ‘Win-Win’ for us all,” BBC News, March 11, 2016, retrieved from
<https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-politics-eu-referendum-35783049>.
72. On this contestation, see Buchanan and Keohane 2006; Morse and Keohane 2014.
73. Delmuth, Schulte, and Tallberg 2019.
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and also brings the risk that international institutions could inflict policy outcomes far
away from the country’s ideal point.74
Finally, when considering the question of populism and the legitimacy of international institutions, it is important to note that a broader literature on legitimacy
and international organizations originated not from a right-leaning populist perspective but a more critical, often left-leaning perspective. For example, O’Brien et al.
explore contestations of global governance through global social movements.75
Nearly four decades ago, Johnson argued that the emergence of the New
International Economic Order (NIEO), for example, was spurred on by a version
of left-wing populism in the developing world.76 The contestation of multilateralism,
to borrow Morse and Keohane’s phrase, has arisen from both ends of the traditional
left-right political spectrum.77
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The Distributional Effects of Cooperation
A third factor that scholars have identified as influencing the prospects for international cooperation involves the domestic and international distribution of gains.
If international institutions bring gains from cooperation, as argued by international
relations theorists,78 leaders and their publics will be concerned about the distribution
of those gains both domestically79 and internationally.80
First, consider the domestic gains from cooperation. It is easy to see how populism
might heighten fears that the gains from international cooperation will accrue primarily to domestic political elites. Given that populists see international agreements as
negotiated by elites, they assume elites will reap the benefits of these agreements.
One clear example of this populist-inspired concern over the benefits of cooperation is
in the area of trade agreements. Populists have railed against trade agreements as benefitting only a select few within society. In sum, relative gains in a domestic context.
Indeed, populists have seemingly been willing to sacrifice policy (trade liberalization)
that could benefit them if it also sacrifices gains for elites. Milner, in her pathbreaking
work, foreshadowed this idea (although without the populist-inspired context) and suggested these division-of-gains concerns could decrease the probability of cooperation.81
The past few years seem to have borne out her prediction in the area of trade policy.
This pattern appears to hold regardless of the political leanings of populists.
Indeed, much of the left-leaning populist objection to trade agreements has focused

74. Tallberg and Zürn 2019 label these aspects of legitimacy “procedures and performance”. The empirical works in their special issue begin to address the legitimization processes around international organizations including non-governmental organizations.
75. O’Brien et al. 2000.
76. Johnson 1983.
77. Morse and Keohane 2014.
78. Keohane 1984.
79. Milner 1997.
80. Powell 1991.
81. Milner 1997.
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on their role in exacerbating inequality domestically. Bernie Sanders opposed the renegotiated North American Free Trade Agreement agreement—the United States
Mexico-Canada Agreement—based on objections that it did too little to redistribute
gains domestically to workers and family farms.82 But right-leaning populists will
often adopt this rhetoric as well, as Donald Trump famously did throughout his campaigns and presidency. As he noted in 2016, “Our politicians have aggressively
pursued a policy of globalization, moving our jobs, our wealth, and our factories
to Mexico and overseas. Globalization has made the financial elite, who donate to
politicians, very, very wealthy. I used to be one of them.”83
So far, I have focused on the implications of populist anti-elite ideology on
concerns over the domestic division of gains from cooperation. But if populists
also subscribe to an exclusive nationalist ideology, they will likely worry about
the international distribution of gains from cooperation as well; here we can turn to
the concept of relative gains.
Relative gains concerns should also loom large for the populist-nationalist. This has
been a constant strand of rhetoric from nationalist leaders such as Donald Trump and
Boris Johnson: international agreements that do not maximize their country’s own
payoff should be abandoned. Powell noted that under some conditions, relative gains concerns could impede cooperation.84 Specifically, when relative gains could more easily be
turned into an advantage for one state, states will be more sensitive to those gains.
And although Powell’s game theoretic model centered on military contests, it is not
a stretch to notice this logic in the populist objection to international cooperation in
security and economic areas. The Trump administration’s threats to withdraw from
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) agreement due to what it saw as
an unfair cost allocation was often rooted in the idea that NATO allies were using
American largesse to challenge the US and help US competitors.85
One analytical question is whether a highly nationalist leader (without the populist
ideology) would behave differently. In terms of relative gains concern, the answer is
likely no: heightened concerns for relative gains and the ends to which those gains
can be put are no doubt higher for all stripes of nationalists. Nationalists are more
likely to see threats around them and thus have concerns about how relative gains
may be used.86 Yet the populist-nationalist adds both a concern about the domestic
distribution of those benefits and a concern about the legitimacy of an elite-led
process divorced from a direct input from “the people.”

82. “Sanders Opposes Trump’s USMCA: Full Statement,” January 15, 2020. Retrieved from <https://
www.sanders.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/sanders-opposes-trumps-usmca-full-statement>.
83. “Read Donald Trump’s Speech on Trade,” Time, June 28, 2016. Retrieved from <https://time.com/
4386335/donald-trump-trade-speech-transcript/>.
84. Powell 1991.
85. Trump argued: “Germany is totally controlled by Russia … We’re supposed to protect Germany but
they’re getting their energy from Russia. Explain that.” See “Trump Sets Combative Tone at NATO with
Attacks on Allies.” Retrieved from <https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/trump-sets-combative-tone-atnato-with-attacks-on-allies>.
86. Powers 2020.

E204

International Organization Online Supplement

As is evident from this brief analysis, there is important empirical yet theoretically
scattered research linking domestic opinion and instruments of global governance.
Before concluding with some suggestions for moving forward on this and other
issues, I entertain an ever-present theoretical and empirical possibility: endogeneity.
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Does Cooperation Drive Nationalist-populism?
I briefly address one final issue as we contemplate the role of publics on global governance in light of the rise of populism. In the spirit of Gourevitch, is there a possible
second image-reversed87 element to populism? Verbeek and Zaslove argue that there
is a distinct link between three international factors and the emergence of populism:
the end of the cold war; the expansion of globalization; and the rise of regional governance institutions (particularly in Europe).88 The end of the cold war led to the
expansion of democratic rule, giving populists an opportunity to come to power.
Globalization has unleashed a number of processes that have challenged regional
cooperation: less governmental control over the economy (especially in the developing world),89 new divisions cross-cutting traditional left-right political structures,90
and blurred geographic boundaries that lead individuals to search for new models
of identity.91 Finally, an extensive literature on Euroskepticism has argued that
regional institutions have fed the rise of populist backlash and led to even broader
changes in the structure of public opinion.92
This possibility raises obvious causal identification problems in future work on the
interaction between public views on global governance institutions. In addition, at
least two interesting possibilities arise when considering these outside-in possibilities. The first is the role of crisis (or “hard times”) on public opinion. Ironically,
some scholars have traditionally argued that external crises would be unifying
events for mass publics.93 Yet the COVID-19 crisis did not bring particular unity
or a rally effect. Rather, after a very brief time of seeming unity of publics and
elites about both domestic and international policy responses, divisions quickly
emerged. Many of these were of a partisan nature. This raises the possibility that
current partisan lenses (especially in the United States) will condition how international crises shape public responses.94 Indeed, Myrick has argued that based on
her recent experimental work, it is “unlikely that new threats will inherently create
partisan unity.”95

87. Gourevitch 1978.
88. Verbeek and Zaslove 2017.
89. Rudra 2002.
90. Mutz 2018.
91. Verbeek and Zaslove 2017, 9.
92. Hooghe and Marks 2007.
93. Nincic 1992, 784.
94. Baum 2002.
95. Myrick 2020.
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Second, some work on regional governance had previously suggested that institutions could help processes such as democratization through mechanisms such as
hand-tying96 or socialization.97 It appears that these processes may have also produced significant public backlash to those institutions, or at the very least, enterprising elites wishing to lessen the sovereignty costs of regional or international
organizations have been effective at turning some segment of the public against
these organizations. In this regard, the debates over the sources and consequences
of democratic rollback98 should fully incorporate international and regional institutions’ role in those processes. If elites are able to cast doubt on the hand-tying and
socialization process of international organizations, their long-run effects on democratization and other domestic process should be questioned.99
In sum, concerns about endogeneity in this area are not trivial. Understanding how
much of the public’s attitudes about international governance institutions comes from
individual traits and domestic contextual factors versus the influence of existing
global institutions themselves—or elite framing of those institutions—will be an
important set of questions to tackle in the next generation of scholarship.
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Where Do We Go From Here?
The COVID-19 pandemic has further elevated questions and debates over populism
and its effects in the field of international relations. I have argued that because populism is a thin ideology centered only on anti-elitism it is difficult to deduce clear
expectations for its implications for international cooperation. Nonetheless, this
anti-elitism ideology is relevant for some of our theoretical mechanisms in the
study of cooperation. Specifically, I have argued that populism will attenuate the
informational effects of international organizations, discourage the delegation of
authority, and create concerns about relative gains domestically and internationally.
One important question to consider in closing: will populists or populist-nationalists cooperate at all? Given the anti-elitism and general disdain held by populists for
elite-driven policy, it could be possible that populists might cooperate with other
populists. In other words, only other “enlightened” leaders and publics are appropriate beneficiaries of cooperation. Work by Söderbaum, Spandler, and Pacciardi highlights that with regard to regional integration there is variation in levels of cooperation
supported by populist leaders in Europe and Latin America.100
Copelovitch and Pevehouse have argued that populist leaders will still engage
internationally, but this engagement will be mostly bilateral.101 The reason,

96. Pevehouse 2002.
97. Flockhart 2005.
98. Diamond 2008.
99. Glenn and Pevehouse 2019.
100. Söderbaum, Spandler, and Pacciardi 2021.
101. Copelovitch and Pevehouse 2019.
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consistent with the logic outlined above, is that smaller agreements can increase
control while minimizing sovereignty costs and delegation.102
I have also raised a number of areas where further research could be helpful in
evaluating these propositions and other dynamics related to general questions of
public opinion and international cooperation. First, concerning populism specifically:
populism rarely exists in a vacuum. Its thin ideology usually means it has an attendant
set of beliefs such as nationalism. Indeed, most scholarly references to populism—
nationalist-populism, right-leaning populism, left-leaning populism—include adjectives. And while it is easy to recognize that other ideologies and beliefs are easily
entangled with populism in practice, unentangling them for analytical purposes
poses a challenge. For example, as noted in this essay: what is the additional influence
of populism over nationalism in a state’s reticence to cooperate because of delegation
concerns? And where does partisanship lie in this mix?
In terms of general issues of public opinion and international organizations, an
already-noted challenge is separating legitimacy-based process concerns (e.g., IOs
are not democratic) from sovereignty cost concerns (e.g., IOs restrict policy discretion) and delegation-related outcome-oriented concerns (e.g., IOs enact policies
not in line with a state’s preferences). Do populists abandon their concerns over supposedly anti-democratic institutions if they get what they want in a bargain?
Second, the messenger likely matters. Although I have argued that public attitudes
are important in the formulation of policy, it is the case that most voters are lowinformation in the realm of international cooperation. Thus, we return to the question
of whether the public is leading or led. And if they are led, by whom? Could a
populist leader convince followers to engage in international cooperation?
Anecdotally, the COVID-19 crisis gives us some evidence. In particular, the 2020
Trump administration turn against the WHO clearly hurt that organization’s popularity
in the United States. Guisinger and Saunders’ study found wide support for and minimal
polarization over the WHO prior to the COVID-19 crisis.103 This suggests either a significant gap between elite and public views of governance institutions or that the public
was moved based on the Trump administration’s criticism of that organization.
Empirical work is emerging on elite-mass opinion linkages on international issues.
Gabel and Scheve investigate different methodologies of untangling the causal effect
of elite messaging on European integration.104 More recently, Strezhnev, Simmons,
and Kim examine how elite cues influence public perceptions of international law and
its support for policy.105 Interestingly, they find that a co-partisan endorsement influences perceptions of the applicability of law, but not perceptions of policy. De Vries,
Hobolt, and Walter make an excellent attempt to integrate the various factors of elite-

102. See Milner and Tingley 2013 for a related argument concerning control and multilateralism.
103. Guisinger and Saunders 2017. Previous surveys also found the WHO to have fairly widespread
support: the Chicago Council Foreign Relations survey found 80% of Americans supported strengthening
the WHO in the previous decade. See Page and Bouton 2006, 155–6.
104. Gabel and Scheve 2007.
105. Strezhnev, Simmons, and Kim 2019.
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framing, regime characteristics, and politicization by generalizing these factors from
European integration efforts to international cooperation.106
But while leader framing is certainly important, leaders do not engage in framing in
a vacuum. What is the role, for example, of compliance constituencies107 or interest
groups108 in reshaping public opinion? Is it important that the compliance constituencies operate only within the domestic sphere or can international non-governmental
organizations move opinion?109
Moreover, some scholars have noted that there appear to be gaps in opinion
between elite and the public, with the public often holding global institutions in
higher regard than elites assume.110 What has led to this disjuncture? Is public
opinion on issues such as international law or global cooperation so fickle that it is
hard to pin down? Is it possible that elites have shifted their views and behavior,
but the mass public has not?
Finally, I agree with Guisinger and Saunders that much of the work on public attitudes across issue areas remains “unintegrated.”111 For example, there are differences
in how scholars often approach attitudes towards international courts (legitimacy),
international law (information/endorsement), and climate governance (regime
design). These different theoretical starting points have led to different paths in
research design, especially in experimental settings. There has been little effort to reconcile these theoretical and methodological differences. Scholarship on public
opinion and cooperation has developed clearer pictures of trees, but does this scholarship tell us much about the contours of the forest?
The COVID-19 pandemic has raised myriad questions about international cooperation. I have argued that understanding the mechanisms by which populism influences
international cooperation is an important avenue of research for this topic. Examining
populist ideology sheds light on some of the difficulties in disentangling the various
individual-level ideologies and attitudes that hang together around international cooperation. This research, while certainly challenging, will help us to better understand the
nature of the relationship between domestic politics and international cooperation.
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