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This article uses a study on the impact of political (EU-specific) knowledge on perceptions of the legitimacy of the European Union to demonstrate the potential of the repertory grid method in the social sciences. The first objective of the study is methodological. The aim is to test the added value of the repertory grid method for surveying attitudes toward contested concepts, such as legitimacy. To this end, the influence of political knowledge on the perception of the legitimacy of the European Union is surveyed with the help of repertory grid interviews. Second, possible research questions on the effect of political knowledge on perceptions of legitimacy are developed, using the results of the present repertory grid study as a guidepost in this still underdeveloped field of research. The data collected in this preliminary study provide evidence that the importance of democratic norms and values for the evaluation of the legitimacy of national and European institutions is increasing, but at the same time critique of the political system is also increasing and the perception of legitimacy is thus decreasing.
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INTRODUCTION

The democracies of the West are subjected to a crisis-like perceived transformation processes (Buchstein, 1996, p. 297). This, today more than ever (Ercan and Gagnon, 2014; Merkel, 2015), directs the focus to an increased need for legitimacy of democracy and the question of the preconditions of democracy. Debating Europe (Twitter, 9.5.2022, p. 10:21) recently tweeted in the context of the Conference on the Future of Europe with a quote from Cécile Robert1: “There is a legitimacy problem afflicting the EU, and it is important to find out how to overcome it. Debating EU attempts to answer this question by analyzing citizen positions”. Likewise, the argument of this paper, the position of the citizen is at the center of empirical legitimacy research. However, as legitimacy is one of the highly contested concepts of socio-political and also scientific debate, there is no consensus on how to define, operationalize and measure the concept of legitimacy. In the political science debate it is unclear, for example, whether legitimacy should be measured exclusively empirically or whether it should be evaluated normatively (Patberg, 2013), whether it should be understood as a bottom-up or top-down phenomenon, or whether legitimacy is a state or a process that itself constructs legitimacy (Wiesner and Harfst, 2019). This paper connects to this theoretical and especially methodological literature on the concept of legitimacy and its measurement, especially the Patberg-Zürn debate (Zürn, 2011; Patberg, 2013; Barnickel, 2021). Wiesner and Harfst (2019) suggest that these conceptual questions and problems regarding the empirical-analytical conception of legitimacy should be triggered by clarifying the role of normative standards in the empirical study of legitimacy. It is then necessary to ascertain which evaluation standards and which aspects of political legitimacy are considered relevant by the population, and then to examine the extent to which these standards or ideal concepts of legitimacy are congruent with the characteristics, norms, values and performance of the political system being evaluated. This is what Wiesner and Harfst (2019) describe as internal legitimacy, which focuses on legitimacy as Anerkennungswürdigkeit of a political system in the sense of Habermas (1976).2

In Europe, the debate on the legitimacy of political systems at the EU level is given additional controversy by persistent accusations of the EU's democratic deficit (Majone, 1998; Schäfer, 2006). In addition, the European multi-level system has its own peculiarities when it comes to the question of legitimacy, as the power relations between the Union, the member states, and the citizens are two-level via the circumventing route of the member states (Scharpf's, 2009). This complexity also entails the risk of inappropriate attributions of responsibility for national problems and, as a consequence, problems of legitimacy.

Given the strengths, but more importantly the weaknesses, of various models of empirical research on legitimacy, usually centered on traditional survey research, this paper seeks to develop an alternative approach that compares people's perceptions of the similarities between an observable phenomenon (governance structure) and their own normative values (what is legitimate) in the process of repertory grid interviews. The repertory grid is predestined for this type of research because it combines qualitative and quantitative methods. Since the initial data collection is qualitative, it allows for deeper and more nuanced meanings of the surveyed terms and concepts, while providing a potential solution to the problem of linguistic and cultural equivalence. The subsequent data analysis is both qualitative and quantitative. Therefore, individual data can be extrapolated to the macro level, allowing for comparability and transferability of results from the sample to a larger group. The paper discusses to what extent the repertory grid can facilitate the building of bridges between empirical legitimacy research as measurement or evaluation (Patberg, 2013), as it is neither based on pre-prepared questionnaires nor on prepared response scales but processes the respondents' own words and response scales.

In a first step, this paper presents the method of the repertory grid as an interface between the different approaches. Then, the theoretical background, data collection and analysis of the repertory grid are explained very briefly. The data analysis and potential of the repertory grid is illustrated by data from a current project on the influence of political knowledge on the perception of EU legitimacy.



ANALYZING LEGITIMACY


Conceptional Approach of Empirical Research on Legitimacy

Empirical research on legitimacy comes with challenges that go beyond the EU-specific challenges of legitimacy research. From the author's point of view, the concept of empirical legitimacy goes beyond the acceptance of a political system (Beetham, 1991; Patberg, 2013), as the majority of the literature implements legitimacy empirically because it asks about the correspondence between the citizens' normative standards and the current political system (Beetham and Lord, 1999), what Weber (1992) called legitimacy beliefs or Habermas (1976) Anerkennungswürdigkeit (acceptability or recognizability) of a political system. These citizens' beliefs cannot be adequately measured with standardized surveys because their logic is deductively top-down oriented. Instead, there must be an evaluation (Patberg, 2013) by the citizens themselves in a more inductive bottom-up logic.

To put it in a nutshell: By measuring the acceptability of a political system, researchers are able to analyze the normative perspective of legitimacy (Schmidtke and Schneider, 2012, p. 226) represented by the positions articulated by citizens within the scientific construction of reality or, like Wiesner and Harfst (2019) call it, external legitimacy. It is not possible to analyze the attitudes of citizens in reality itself (Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2014). To analyze whether normative standards fit the experienced exercise of power and which normative standards lead to the judgment about the legitimacy of a political system (Fuchs, 2011, p. 31) [= the internal legitimacy of a political system (Wiesner and Harfst, 2019)], a mixed-methods approach is necessary, as Zürn (2013) points out. Repertory Grid sees itself as a methodological interface between measurement and evaluation, here of legitimacy. The paper aims to place repertory grid in this debate3 as a methodological alternative.



An Argument for Interdisciplinarity and for Mixed-Method Approaches

Despite all the innovations within the methodological perspective of political science in the survey of legitimacy, of which Barnickel (2020) has recently published a comprehensive analysis, this perspective nevertheless reaches its limits and therefore this article will not only promote a mixed-method approach, but also take a look beyond the disciplinary horizon. Empirical research on legitimacy is inherently a psychological measurement problem because the researcher aims to explore how individuals think and feel about legitimacy and the institutions being evaluated and, in turn, how these individual perceptions can be aggregated into a generalizable scale that can eventually be applied to entire populations, not just individuals. Within psychology, psychometric methods deal with similar issues. As an interdisciplinary approach, the application of psychometric methods for a more differentiated survey of legitimacy perception therefore seems promising (Rost, 2004; Moosbrugger and Kelava, 2008).

In both political science and psychometrics, the limitation to exclusively theoretical top-down approaches to quantitative measurement of citizens' legitimacy beliefs can be overcome by interviewing individuals from the target population along the steps of psychometric item development. This results in a wealth of information, but interpretation, structuring, and prioritization still remain purely qualitative judgments of the test developer. Therefore, although an exclusively qualitative bottom-up measurement is conceptually deeper than a theory-based quantitative measurement as we know it from legitimacy research, it is much more influenced by uncontrolled factors, comparable to exclusively qualitative approaches. In summary, the basic challenge for a comprehensive evaluation of something that is to be measured is usually the researcher telling the respondents what they have to answer (quantitative top-down approach) (Jankovicz, 2004). Alternatively, if qualitative additions are made, there is a risk that the object of measurement will be viewed from a highly subjective perspective of the researcher (qualitative bottom-up approach) (Osterberg-Kaufmann and Stadelmaier, 2020).




REPERTORY GRID AS AN INTERFACE BETWEEN MEASURING AND EVALUATING

The repertory grid represents a promising methodological alternative to the usual approaches (Kelly, 1955; Walker and Winter, 2007), especially when researchers want to explore a broader meaning of a concept, i.e., are looking for its differentiation. The repertory grid bridges the gap between qualitative and quantitative methods and can be the basis for a mixed-methods/multi-level approach, combining qualitative and quantitative instruments within a single study and using the data for a subsequent large-scale survey. In this sense, repertory grids according to Jankovicz (2004) can be considered a structured interview methodology combined with a multidimensional rating scale approach.


The Methodological Approach of Repertory Grid

Repertory grids consist of four aspects (Jankovicz, 2004; Shcheglova, 2010): The first aspect is the topic. The topic represents the experience of the respective respondents within the respective research subject. In this case, the topic is the legitimacy perception of the EU. The second aspect of the repertory grid is the set of elements. The elements are examples of the topic (e.g., institutions, persons, or the like that represent legitimate rule). The third aspect of a repertory grid is the so-called constructs. This term comes from humanistic psychology, in which it is assumed that each person constructs his or her own world through experience. His or her construction of reality is reflected in his or her constructs. The constructs of the respondents in the EU legitimacy perception study represent the individual constructions of legitimacy and are therefore the focus of interest. The theoretical pioneers of the psychology of personal constructs, George A. Kelly, assumed that a construct is always bipolar (Kelly, 1955). In this sense, “to the left” can be understood only in that the opposite pole is “to the right”. Finally, the fourth aspect of a repertory grid is the quantitative ratings of items by respondents on their constructs.

To arrive at these quantitative ratings of the elements by the respondents through their respective constructs, a repertory grid interview is conducted in the following steps. The respondent is presented with three items and asked which two of them are similar and at the same time different from the third. The respondent then states the way in which the two elements are similar. This becomes the first construct pole. The opposite construct pole is determined by asking the respondent to answer in what way the third element differs from the two similar ones. After the two construct poles are determined, the respondent conducts a rating of all the elements of the construct. This process is repeated several times with different element triads. On the one hand, this gives the researcher an extremely profound picture of individual rating patterns. On the other hand, the respective ratings create a data structure that can be analyzed using multivariate statistical methods (Osterberg-Kaufmann and Stadelmaier, 2020, p. 406f).



Research Example: Perceptions of Legitimacy in the EU and the Influence of EU-Specific Political Knowledge

The question of the perception of legitimacy, just like the question of the understanding and meaning of democracy, is always closely connected with the question of the preconditions and determining factors. Political knowledge is of great importance in both fields of research which have a certain conceptual abstractness in common. In addition to institutional arrangements and citizens' rights, normative theories of democracy repeatedly refer to certain qualifications or competencies of citizens which a functioning democracy requires. Within the discourse on civic virtues, Buchstein (1996, p. 302) summarizes these qualifications as cognitive and procedural competences for the formation of (strategic) political preferences on the knowledge dimension and habitual dispositions.

The majority of research to date devoted to the consequences of more or less political knowledge on attitudes and behavior (Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Sinnott, 2000; Galston, 2001; Gilens, 2001; Karp and Bowler, 2003) focuses primarily on the influence of political knowledge on participation or voting behavior, that is, the observable part of habitual dispositions. Largely unexplored is the relationship between political knowledge and legitimacy, i.e., attitudes toward the political system that, along with other factors, lead to more or less participation and to certain electoral behavior.

From the literature on the influence of political knowledge on political attitudes, both a positive and a negative influence can be derived (Sinnott, 2000; Karp and Bowler, 2003). Against the background of this literature, the following will demonstrate, with an exemplary study on the influence of EU-specific policy knowledge on the perception of EU legitimacy, what kind of research is possible with Repertory Grid in political science.



Research Design

With a quasi-experimental time-series design, political knowledge (independent variable) is not measured directly, but in the logic of an experiment. Between time t1 and t3 at time t2 the teaching of EU-specific knowledge took place as treatment (X) and in the case of the control group this treatment did not take place. Using the repertory grid method, we only measured how the perception of the legitimacy of the EU (dependent variable) changed between time t1 and time t3.

The aim of experimental designs is to test whether an independent variable X has a causal effect on the dependent variable Y, based on a directed hypothesis. Under control of confounding factors, the independent variable that is expected to have an effect is manipulated (stimulus or treatment) and then observed to see if a change occurs in the dependent variable. Controlling confounding factors is much more challenging in the social sciences than in experiments under laboratory conditions in the natural sciences. The social sciences compensate for this by dividing the subjects into a test or experimental group and a control group. While the experimental group receives a treatment X, the control group does not receive this treatment. Ideally, this should be the only distinction between the two groups, so that the confounding factors that affect both groups in the time before treatment t1 and the time after treatment t3 are as constant as possible (Jäckle, 2015).

The distribution of the subjects to the experimental group and the control group is done according to the expression of assumed confounding factors, which are randomly distributed to both groups (matching). Precisely this randomized distribution is not possible in quasi-experiments, because the allocation to the control or experimental group is, for example, made by the study unit itself, is determined by the experimenter, or is made by natural division into, for example, school classes or seminar groups (Shadish et al., 2001). The internal validity of quasi-experimental designs is limited before this context because changes in the dependent variable cannot be unambiguously attributed to changes in the independent variable. Whether changes in the dependent variable are due to the treatment or to systematically different third-party variables such as intelligence, prior knowledge, or specific experiences cannot be stated with certainty (Jäckle, 2015). Thus, the control group serves only to control for time effects and not to prove the effectiveness of the treatment (Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a).

In the present study, students at university courses with EU-specific content were surveyed at two time points, once at the beginning of the semester (t1) and once at the end of the semester (t3) using the repertory grid. This EU group (students of courses with EU-specific content)4 was contrasted with a control group that attended an introductory course in which no EU topics were discussed. Both groups were students of the Political Science Major at Leuphana University of Lueneburg. The groups differed only in the overall number of program semesters. Accordingly, this arrangement represents a quasi-experimental design, as the assignment to the experimental group (EU-specific) and to the control group was not randomized but based on the teaching content of the respective course, similar to Green et al. (2011). The surveys took place in October 2014 and January 2015.

Legitimacy, as already mentioned, should be understood in the Weberian sense (1992) as the perception of legitimacy and, according to Ferrín and Kriesi (2016, p. 10), should be measured via the comparison between the (democratic) ideals and the actual functioning of democracy or the political system in general. It is through this necessary comparison, that the individual makes a judgment about the legitimacy of the object under study (for example, democracy, the EU, or the political system). Repertory grid enables the analysis of the correspondence between citizens' normative standards and their evaluation of the political system, measured against their own standards in each case, without making a detour via public communication (Zürn, 2013) or the interpretive researcher (Patberg, 2013). Repertory grid works with the words of the respondents themselves to measure their subjective constructs concerning the object of research. The key assumption behind the method is that people (re)construct reality in order to interact with the world. In doing so, people anticipate events by combining their own individual experiences. People finally evaluate the results of their actions with the personal constructs available to them from their experience and, following these personal constructs, adapt their behavior to the demands of the environment (Jankovicz, 2004).

In the repertory grid methodology, the elements are adequate representations of the selected topic [e.g., objects, people, and situations (Jankovicz, 2004)]. As in the current study on legitimacy perception of the EU, the developed set of elements, as the first step and basis of the repertory grid interview, consists of eight theoretical representations of the political institutions to be evaluated as legitimate, namely key national (German Bundestag, German Bundesrat, German Government, German Constitutional Court) and European (European Parliament, European Commission, European Court of Justice, European Central Bank) institutions as well as two additional, more general, elements as experts and the most legitimate rule to represent the normative standards of legitimacy (ideal) for the following study. These elements are compared to the normative standard of legitimacy (ideal) as well as to each other element of the interview (Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a,b; Osterberg-Kaufmann and Stadelmaier, 2020). The division of the elements into the national and the European level goes back to the specifics for legitimacy in the European multi-level system. Following Scharpf's (2009) considerations, the power relations in the European multi-level system move on two levels, which are reflected in the research design with the national and the European institutions.

A repertory grid interview is conducted in the following steps. The interviewee is presented with three elements and asked which two of them are similar and at the same time different from the third. The respondent then states the way in which the two elements are similar. This is the first construct pole. The opposite construct pole is determined by asking the respondent to answer in what way the third item differs from the two similar ones. After the two construct poles are identified, the respondent makes an assessment of all the elements of the construct. This process is repeated several times with different element triads. The combination of elements into triads follows the random principle and is done by the interview support software.5 As a general rule, about 10 constructs are revealed per respondent. On the one hand, this gives the researcher an extremely profound picture of individual assessment patterns. On the other hand, the respective ratings create a data structure that can be analyzed using multivariate statistical methods.6



Analyses of the Quantitative Data

The repertory grid interview procedure and setting described above results in a data set that is the starting point for quantitative principal component analysis. Principal component analysis of a multiple repertory grid provides two basic pieces of information about how a group of people think and feel about a particular topic. The very first piece of information is the spatial arrangement of the individual elements. The farther apart the elements are, the more different they are perceived. On the other hand, the closer they are to each other, the more similar they are perceived. In the present study, the spatial distance of the items was determined by their factor scores for the identified principal components. The second piece of information of a multiple repertory grid is the spatial arrangement of the constructs compared to the spatial arrangements of the items. This was determined in the present study by the respective factor loadings of a construct item on each principal component. The closer a construct is to an element (determined by the factor loadings of the items compared to the factor loadings of the constructs), the more characteristic that construct is to that item.

The software congrid® (permitto GmbH 2019) and SPSS were used for the statistical analyses. As a result of the interviews, 19 participants delivered a total of 824 constructs.7 Due to the combination of qualitative and quantitative methodology, the author believes that the sole use of quantitative measures to evaluate the results of the analysis would not be appropriate. Additional qualitative information should be considered when interpreting the spatial arrangement of elements and constructs. To this end, the congrid® software provides a graphical overview of the described spatial structure of the multiple repertory network, as shown in Figures 1–4. The underlying Euclidean distances8 are shown in Tables 1–4.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Elements and constructs Grid, EU group t1. Ideal, Most legitimate rule/normative standard of legitimacy; BReg, German Government; BTag, German Parliament; Brat, German Parliament Federal Chamber; BVerfG, German Constitutional Court; EK, European Commission; EP, European Parliament; EZB, European Central Bank; EuGH, European Court of Justice; Experten, Expert panels. (Source: Own data/Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a p. 80).
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FIGURE 2. Elements and constructs Grid, EU group t3. (Source: Own data/Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a, p. 82).
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FIGURE 3. Elements and constructs Grid, Control group t1. (Source: Own data/Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a, p. 81).
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FIGURE 4. Elements and constructs Grid, Control group t3. (Source: Own data/Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a, p. 83).



Table 1. Euclidian distances of elements EU group t1.
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Table 2. Euclidian distances of elements EU group t3.
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Table 3. Euclidian distances of elements Control group t1.
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Table 4. Euclidian distances of elements Control group t3.
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By combining spatial arrangement and Euclidean distances, the data show, as a first result, that none of the elements conformed to normative standards of legitimacy (most legitimate rule) at any point in time. At the same time, once again, national institutions turn out to be more legitimate than European institutions in the perception of the respondents. These findings contradict the Eurobarometer data, according to which, for example, more trust is placed in the European Parliament than in national parliaments. However, this high level of trust in the European Parliament is discussed in the literature as surprising, since it lacks considerable powers compared to national parliaments (Schmidt, 2013). The results of the repertory grid studies are thus more in line with political science debates than the trust findings for the European Parliament in the Eurobarometer surveys.

The comparison between the two time points also shows that all elements have lost legitimacy. It seems that the legitimacy attributed to each element, as a second result of the exploratory study, decreases with increasing EU-specific knowledge between t1 and t3. This loss of legitimacy is dramatic in the EU group, although the elements lose legitimacy to varying degrees. The loss of legitimacy perceived by respondents is lowest for the European Parliament, the German government, the Bundesrat and the European Commission. The loss of legitimacy is highest for the European Central Bank, the Bundestag, the European Court of Justice, the Federal Constitutional Court and, above all, for the expert bodies. Among the group of EU institutions surveyed, those that have lost the most legitimacy (with the exception of the Bundestag) are those that are independent of the will of the voters and thus beyond democratic control. Thus, as a third finding, the results of the repertory grid contradict the thesis of the gain in legitimacy of non-majoritarian institutions discussed in the literature (Zürn, 2012, p. 60).

To sum up, the democratically legitimized core institutions have lost less legitimacy compared to all others and have thus gained in importance overall. However, all elements have lost legitimacy in the perception of respondents, as evidenced by the increasing (spatial and numerical) distance between the most legitimate decision-maker (ideal) and the other elements as a growing dissimilarity between the ideal notion of a legitimate decision-maker and all others. On the one hand, these results possibly show a trend of growing support for democratic norms and values, which was favored by confounding factors, as it is evident in the EU group, but even stronger in the control group. However, the other observed trend, namely the fundamental loss of legitimacy, has increased in the EU group due to the treatment teaching EU-specific knowledge and has been accompanied by a simultaneously more critical evaluation of the political system. The loss of legitimacy was more dramatic in the EU group than in the control group. This finding probably indicates growing support for democratic norms and values according to increasing political knowledge, which is accompanied by a more critical evaluation of the political system at the same time. The following discussion of the normative standards of legitimacy and the European Parliament strengthens this assumption.



Analyses of the Qualitative Data

In order to measure perceptions of legitimacy according to Ferrín and Kriesi (2016, p. 10) by comparing (democratic) ideals with the actual functioning of the political system, it is first necessary to ascertain the normative standard, i.e., the respondents' ideal conceptions of a legitimate government/rule. It is possible with the Repertory Grid to map this comparison by having respondents rate the elements. Furthermore, working with respondents' constructs provides qualitative data about the conceptual understandings, norms and values behind the evaluation. The ideal conception of legitimacy underlying each evaluation can be represented at both points in time of the study with the so-called semantic corridor. In order to visualize the normative standard of legitimacy and its change over time, those constructs with the greatest influence on the positioning of the element “most legitimate decision-maker” in the three-dimensional space are compared with each other, i.e., those constructs that are most relevant for the respondents in this context.9

The comparative analysis of the decisive constructs describing the element “most legitimate decision-maker” shows differences in the two groups of respondents at time t1 with regard to their understanding of legitimacy (Figure 5). While the EU group characterizes “the most legitimate decision-maker” as an ideal conception of legitimacy, as “bureaucratic,” “diverse,” “just,” “transparent,” “generalist,” and “charismatic”, the control group describes “the most legitimate decision-maker” as “authoritative,” “neutral,” and “utilitarian”. None of the other elements of the study show much similarity to the ideal conception of legitimacy (“most legitimate decision maker”).


[image: Figure 5]
FIGURE 5. Normative standard of legitimacy. (A) “EU-Group” t1: bureaucratic, diverse, just, transparent, charismatic, and generalist. (B) “EU-Group” t3: trustworthy, elected, transparent, lawful, popular presentation, and down to earth. (C) “Control group” t1 binding, neutral, and utilitarian. (D) “Control group” t3: righteous, trustworthy, efficient, transparent, and lawful. (Source: Own data, Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a p. 74–75).


At time t3, i.e., after the treatment, the EU group describes “the most legitimate decision maker” as “transparent”, as already at time t1, all other descriptive constructs deviate. “The most legitimate decision maker” is now described as “trustworthy,” “elected,” “legitimate,” “representative of the people,” and “close to the people”. Thus, after the treatment with elected and people-representative, components of representative democracy gain importance for the understanding of legitimacy. In the control group, “trustworthy,” “transparent,” and “lawful” also suddenly gain relevance for the description of “the most legitimate decision-maker”, as well as “efficient” and “righteous”. Constructs that stand for representative democracy, comparable to the EU group, are not found. Thus, it can be concluded that the increase in importance of the representative-democratic constructs “elected” and “representative of the people” is not due to confounding factors, but probably actually due to the treatment. The descriptive constructs “trustworthy” and “lawful”, on the other hand, gain in importance in both groups at time t3, indicating the influence of a confounding factor.

The comparative analysis of the crucial constructs describing the element most legitimate ruler shows an increase in representative-democratic norms and values with increasing EU-specific political knowledge. However, it is not the normative standards on legitimacy alone that have changed between the two survey dates. The perception of the European Parliament, as an example, has changed for the EU group after the treatment as well (Figure 6). The constructs that proved to be most decisive for the perceptions of the European Parliament in the “EU group” at t1 were: “charismatic,” “elected,” “slow,” “rightful,” “representative,” and “proportional”. At t3, the constructs: “charismatic,” “elected,” and “proportional” remained constant. Apart from that, the conception of the European Parliament changed toward descriptions such as “lawful,” “direct,” “disclosed,” “transparent,” “legislative,” “democratic,” and “generalist”. In the control group, the constructs that proved most crucial for the conceptions of the European Parliament at t1 were: “trustworthy,” “generalist,” “elected,” and “transparent”. While “elected” and “transparent” were descriptions that remained constant at t3, the constructs “arbitrary,” “unpredictable,” “partisan,” and “ineffective” characterized the European Parliament most decisively at t3.


[image: Figure 6]
FIGURE 6. Perceptions of the European Parliament. (A) “EU-Group” t1: charismatic, elected, slow, legal, representing, and proportional. (B) “EU-Group” t3: charismatic, elected, proportional, lawful, direct, disclosed, transparent, legislative, democratic, and generalist. (C) Control Group t1: trustworthy, generalist, transparent, and elected. (D) Control Group t3: transparent, arbitrary, unpredictable, elected, and ineffective. (Source: Own data, Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2019a p. 77–78).


Without wanting to interpret the results too strongly at this point, it seems that the perception of the European Parliament in the control group, which did not gain any EU-specific political knowledge in class between t1 and t3, shows a strong negative trend with the descriptions “arbitrary,” “unpredictable,” and “ineffective”.

As could be shown by means of the semantic corridor for understanding the “most legitimate decision maker” (Figure 5), a change in the perception of legitimacy toward democratic norms and values took place in the control group with increasing political knowledge (not EU-specific). As shown above, the understanding of legitimacy changed from: “binding,” “neutral,” and “utilitarian,” to: “rightful,” “lawful,” “elected,” “trustworthy,” “transparent,” and “efficient”. Given these changes in the understanding of legitimacy, the existing image of the European Parliament seems to be less in line with normative standards on legitimacy than before. Negative descriptions (“arbitrary,” “unpredictable,” and “ineffective”) are attributed to the European Parliament at t3 (Figure 6).

In the “EU group”, too, the perception of the European Parliament has changed, but less in the fundamental evaluation of this institution than in the form of a more differentiated evaluation with an increase in EU-specific knowledge. This change in perception does not affect the fundamental evaluation of the European Parliament. However, the view of the European Parliament became increasingly differentiated with increasing EU-specific political knowledge. The general evaluation of the European Parliament remained positive, but the crucial constructs almost doubled (Figure 6).10

In addition, the repertory grid data can be used to understand whether the same standards are applied to the EU institutions as to the national institutions. Are the constructs at both levels the same, and if so, are the standards used to assess the legitimacy of these institutions the same? To illustrate this methodological possibility, the German Bundestag, as a national institution with similar tasks, will now be added to the consideration of the most legitimate rulers and the European Parliament at the European level in a comparative way. Are they considered similar in terms of legitimacy and are they evaluated on the basis of the same constructs?

First of all, a clear difference in the perception of the European Parliament and the German Bundestag is noticeable at first glance. The descriptive constructs that are decisive for the German Bundestag (Figure 7) in the data evaluation are numerically larger and thus more differentiated than the perception of the European Parliament, in both groups and at both points in time. If we have seen that the perception of the European Parliament is more differentiated at time t2, especially in the EU group, we also see such a more differentiated perception in both groups at time t1 when looking at the German Bundestag. The available data point to how Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) have been able to show for U.S. citizens' political knowledge and influence on political attitudes that there is a link between political knowledge and increasing complexity and sophistication of political attitudes. Increasing political knowledge triggers changes in perceptions of institutions, as do normative standards of legitimacy. In other words, institutions about which the respondent has more knowledge are perceived in a more differentiated way than less well-known institutions, as the comparison between the German Bundestag and the European Parliament shows.


[image: Figure 7]
FIGURE 7. Perceptions of the German Bundestag (Parliament). (A) “EU-Group” t1: elected, representative, popular, charismatic, directly elected, transparent, and justified. (B) “EU-Group” t3: elected, popular, transparent, generalist, legislative, democratic, lawful, and disclosed. (C) Control Group t1: trustworthy, dependent, short-term, powerful, transparent, close to the people, and accountable. (D) Control Group t3: elected, electable, powerful, transparent, legislative, independent, lawful, accountable, and controlled. (Source: Own data, presented with sci:vesco).


If we look at the development of the perception of the German Bundestag (Figure 7) in the EU group in terms of content, we see that the characteristics “elected” or “directly elected,” “close to the citizens,” “transparent,” and “justified” or “lawful” are perceived as decisive at both points in time. What got lost between t1 and t3 is the perception of the German Bundestag as “representative” and “charismatic”. What has been added at time t2 is the perception of the German Bundestag as “generalist” and “disclosed”, in a legitimatory perspective as “democratic” and functionally oriented as “legislative”.

In the perception of the control group, the characteristics “trustworthy” or “trusting,” “powerful,” “transparent,” and “accountable” were characteristic of the German Bundestag at both points in time. Thus, the perception of the German Bundestag as “transparent”, is the only agreement in both groups of respondents, at both points in time. And the European Parliament (Figure 6) is also perceived as “transparent” in the same way as the German Bundestag (with the exception of t1 in the “EU group”). Transparency thus seems to be a quality that is generally attributed to parliaments, regardless of whether they are located at national or European level. The perception of the German Bundestag (Figure 7) as “close to the people” and as “short-term” is no longer found at time t3. While the German Bundestag was interestingly perceived as “dependent” at time t1, this perception has completely reversed at time t2 and the German Bundestag is perceived as “independent”. The perception of the German Bundestag at time t3 has also become somewhat differentiated and is seen as “elected” or “eligible,” “legitimate,” and “controlled”.

Inquiring into the extent to which the constructs by means of which the European Parliament and the German Bundestag are evaluated and perceived are identical, we can observe such agreement very strongly in the EU group at both points in time (Figure 6). In the control group, on the other hand, which not only did not receive any explicitly EU-relevant knowledge, but also consisted exclusively of first-year students, we see hardly any agreement between the evaluation of the Parliament at European and national level. This suggests that the criteria for assessing how legitimate the European Parliament and the German Bundestag are differ greatly. Furthermore, it is striking that the German Bundestag is consistently characterized positively in this group of respondents, while the descriptions of the European Parliament are predominantly negative.

Overall, this qualitative finding comparing the European Parliament and the German Bundestag confirms the quantitative analysis. In accordance with very similar evaluation criteria, the EU group perceived both the German Bundestag and the European Parliament as comparatively (very) legitimate. The control group, on the other hand, perceived the parliaments at the national and European levels very differently and consistently rated the German Bundestag as much more legitimate than the European Parliament.




CONCLUSION

This paper positioned repertory grid as a mixed-method approach. Therefore, it builds on the advantages of qualitative methods during the interview and quantitative methods during the analysis, at the same time reducing the respective disadvantages.

First of all, a repertory grid approach weakens the phenomena of social desirability and paying lip-service, as the interview itself is based on the individuals' value context and is completely open during the interview without allowing fuzzy answers. It provides an insight into the complexity of the respondents' entire evaluation system.

Secondly, the subjective evaluation based on the respondents' own evaluation/ranking constructs eliminates the effects of linguistic and cultural equivalence within the interview and even allows to understand the different cultural and linguistic meaning of words during the analysis.

Thirdly, the qualitative data of the repertory grid interview being standardized and aggregated on a macro level, the method allows for comparisons on a country/group level as well as transferability.

Finally, if empirical research on legitimacy is not about measuring the acceptance of a political system deductively, but about figuring out if the exercise of rule is in line with the societies' normative standards11 inductively, measuring and evaluating have to be interconnected within one and the same survey method. Here lies the strength of repertory grids, namely its ability to mediate between empirical research on legitimacy as measuring and as evaluating. By characterizing (constructs) the most legitimate rule, repertory grid is measuring the normative standards of the respondent. By mapping the institutions (elements) on the basis of these normative standards, respondents can express their agreement or disagreement with the exercise of power (by mapping the element most legitimate rule).

With the help of the repertory grid, this paper proposes an alternative method for surveying legitimacy perceptions and illustrates it with a quasi-experimental design for surveying the influence of EU-specific knowledge on attitudes and legitimacy perceptions as a showcase. Firstly, the showcase has been able to demonstrate that, with increasing EU-specific political knowledge (X), the perception of the EU's legitimacy declined. However, this negative correlation was not only evident for the European institutions, but also for the national institutions. Secondly, with the assumed increase of EU-specific knowledge by treatment (X), the importance of the democratically legitimated core institutions increased in the perception of respondents compared to all other institutions. Moreover, legitimacy was explicitly associated with representative democratic attributes after treatment (X). To this end, the following research themes can be noted as research topics to be pursued further in the present exploratory sample study on the influence of EU-specific political knowledge on the perception of EU legitimacy, which can be further investigated in both national and European studies. Perceptions of the legitimacy of European and national institutions seem to decrease with increasing political knowledge. As political knowledge increases, the importance of core democratically legitimized institutions seems to increase in respondents' perceptions compared to all others. In particular, representative democratic features seem to gain in importance in the perception of legitimacy with increasing political knowledge.

Nevertheless, there are limits to large-scale implementation of repertory grid studies, as the surveys take time and the associated costs are relatively high compared to standardized surveys. Alternatives would be the analysis of a low number of special cases, like the comparison of typical cases and outliers of a Large-N analysis or special groups like political elites or a selection of cases following the logic of nested-analysis approaches (Liebermann, 2005). Based on the promising evidence of repertory grid projects on legitimacy (Osterberg-Kaufmann, 2014, 2019a,b), the next step could be a case selection for a comparative study on the understanding of legitimacy in the EU between different European countries. Following the nested-analysis approach (Liebermann, 2005), data of a large-N analysis like Eurobarometer can be the basis of the case selection for the small-N repertory grid analysis and on the basis of this foundation a new evaluation and interpretation of the existing survey data would be possible, allowing also for a meaningful reformulation of established survey questions concerning citizen's attitudes toward the EU. At least equally stimulating would be further studies on the influence of political knowledge on the legitimacy perception of certain social groups in a larger survey over a longer period of time. In order to achieve representativeness and thus generalizable results, it would also be a worthwhile option to transfer the results of the repertory grid studies to the semantic differential method, which would allow a larger number of interviews to be conducted in a next step, as it is a purely quantitative approach. The advantage of this multi-level design would be that the construct poles of the semantic differential are based on the respondent's own constructs of the repertory grid interview and thereby are bottom-up created instead of top-down defined (Osterberg-Kaufmann and Stadelmaier, 2020).

To strengthen the possibilities of repertory grid within the inductive logic for future research, the elements of the interview should become developed by the respondents themselves in focus groups, e.g., instead of being defined by the researcher and thereby strictly limited by their deductive nature.
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FOOTNOTES

1Professor of Political Sciences at Science Po Lyon.

2With the reference to Habermasian “Anerkennungswürdigkeit” (recognizability), the concept of legitimacy itself makes an authentic claim to validity regarding the recognizability of a political order (Habermas, 1976, p. 39). A political order is legitimate if it is indeed morally justified and thus should consequently be recognized.

3The complete debate can be read here: Zürn (2011) and Patberg (2013).

4Seminar: Europeanisation of German Domestic Policy. The course takes up the question of the extent to which one can still speak of “German domestic policy” in the face of advancing European integration. This question can only be answered on a policy field-specific basis. After a recapitulation of the relevant concepts and theories and a review of the debate on the “myth of Europeanisation”, the course is devoted to the (Europeanisation of) education, asylum, finance, foreign and security policy and other policy fields (conceivable, among others, are environmental, research, social, family, transport, or energy policy). Seminar: Constitutional politics in a multi-level system: The course deals with the change of the Constitution in the multi-level system of the Federal Republic of Germany and takes up aspects of governing in a multi-level system. The changed political framework conditions are also taken into account. After a recapitulation of the relevant concepts and theories of governance in a multi-level system and forms of constitutional change, the course will focus on the actors at European, national and supranational level and finally deal with two examples of constitutional reforms (asylum law reform and higher education policy).

5Here it is particularly important to note that the selection of elements that the interviewees are confronted with to generate their own constructs are randomly selected by the interview support software, in order to prevent, for example, a bias due to certain combinations of items in a certain order.

6For detailed descriptions of the repertory grid methods and their application to social science research subjects, please see here: Osterberg-Kaufmann and Stadelmaier (2020).

7N = 19, including 11 in the EU-group and 8 in the control group, aged 18–24. The data set includes 412 cases with two poles each. Eight hundred and twenty-four constructs in total were developed by the interviewees. These constructs emerged in an average of five interview sequences each with random combinations of three items. Due to the student respondent group, the present results cannot be generalized, but can help generate or test hypotheses of the research field.

8Distance is the expression for the difference between two objects in a space. In personal construction psychology, the most commonly used statistic for calculating distance is Euclidean distance. Euclidean distance is used as a measure of similarity and difference between elements. For more information see: Slater (1977) and Schoeneich and Klapp (1998).

9Therefore, the semantic corridor highlights elements and constructs at a predefined angle to represent similarities to other elements and how they are characterized by constructs. The better a construct describes the selected element, the tighter the angle between construct and element. Angles smaller than 45° describe a semantic cluster. To reduce the number of descriptive constructs, the angle for the following analysis of the normative standard of legitimacy was reduced to 25° for the element most legitimate decision-maker (ideal).

10The constructs almost doubled within the 25° angle in the European Parliament's semantic corridor.

11This is especially true if this accordance is not judged by an external researcher.
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