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1. Introduction
In the past years, the idea of a democratic deficit within the European Union has gained more
and more relevance, not only at the academic level, but also at the political one. Indeed, scholars
have debated such issue for at least twenty year, and recently it managed to become a prominent
topic also outside academic circles. This increasing interest is due by, on one hand, the economic
challenges raised by the crisis and its management and, on the other, by the possibility of exiting
the EU membership considered by many member states. As it is well-known, the global financial
crises has had a tremendous impact in Europe by showing the vulnerability of existing institutions
of the European Union in dealing with economic traumas and economic disparities between
member states. Moreover, the perceived technocratic and experts’ handling of the crisis, with new
measures drastically reducing member states’ scope for independent fiscal policies (Lord 2012),
has worsen the problem. For this reason, “since the banking and sovereign debt crisis, the
question of further integration has acquired renewed urgency” (Habermas 2015) and new
conceptual tools to address the issue of the EU democratic deficit are needed.
This paper aims at contributing to this by addressing the questions surrounding EU’s legitimacy.
Indeed, the underlying assumption of this work is that what the European Union needs to secure
its political future and overcome the democratic deficit are institutions and procedures apt to
claim legitimacy. In particular, the main focus of this paper is the so-called throughput dimension
of EU legitimacy (Schmidt 2013). Until recently, the debate about the legitimacy of the EU
revolved around the notions of input and output legitimacy (Easton 1965; Scharpf 1999), referring,
on one hand, to the responsiveness to citizens’ preferences and demands and, on the other, to
successfully solving societal problems. Nowadays, the dimension of throughput has gained a key
position and prominent importance. Despite being employed and highly discussed, the idea of
throughput has been underdeveloped from a conceptual point of view. There has not been a
particularly rich discussion about the conceptual framework of this notion and its relation with the
other dimensions of legitimacy. Indeed, it is not easy to understand what throughput is really
about because scholars disagree about which processes and procedures fall under this tag and
what criteria should govern its evaluation. Moreover, it is also not clear whether the dimension of
throughput can be considered genuinely independent, or simply a part of either input or output.
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The goal of this paper is exactly to fill this gap and provide a conceptual analysis of throughput apt
to better understand EU’s legitimacy.
The paper is divided as follows: in section 2, I introduce the problem of political legitimacy as a
virtue of political institutions and decisions – about laws, policies, norms – made within them. I
distinguish between a normative and descriptive approach to legitimacy, making particular
reference to the work of Max Weber. Section 3 is devoted to the reconstruction of the debate
about EU’s legitimacy. I first attempt to distinguish between input, output, and throughput and,
second, to illustrate the different understanding of the dimension of throughput present in the
literature. In section 4, I evaluate the idea of throughput and argue that it is a problematic concept
because it needs to rely on either the dimension of input, or that of output. I then proceed by
questioning whether throughput can be considered a genuine source of legitimacy and argue that
it retains a specific and fundamental role in fostering citizens’ beliefs in the legitimacy of
institutions. Finally, in the last section, I propose some criteria to understand when the political
processes can be considered appropriate from the point of view of throughput, with particular
reference to the European Union and its multilevel governance.

2. Political Legitimacy
What are we talking about when we talk about political legitimacy? Political legitimacy is a
virtue of political institutions and decisions made within them. Legitimacy refers to the “right to
rule” – a right to issue commands and to enforce such commands throughout the use of coercive
force – of a determinate political authority. In this sense, a political authority is legitimate when it
can demand obedience from its citizens or subjects, who comply with those requirements it
issues.
Since the seventeenth century, that of political legitimacy has been one of the most pressing
and debated topics in political philosophy and political thought in general. In particular, it is
possible to distinguish two different angles from which the problem has been addressed: the
normative perspective; and the descriptive perspective. From a normative point of view, the
problem of legitimacy rests on the question of moral justification and it regards the reasons
citizens may have to obey the political authority. In this sense, from a normative perspective,
recognition of a political authority and respect for its decisions per se are irrelevant. De facto
acceptance of the political authority does not tell us much about political legitimacy, which in
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contrast refers to the benchmark of appropriate acceptability for political authorities 1 .
Accordingly, a political authority is legitimate if there are moral reasons justifying it and, in virtue
of those, the right to rule is to be considered proper and the political obligations are created (Raz
1986). So, normatively speaking, that of legitimacy is a justificatory project 2: in order to show that
a certain political authority is legitimate, it is necessary to justify it with compelling moral reasons
apt to guide citizens into compliance. Traditionally, the normative issue of legitimacy, as we
conceive it now, traces back to the social contract tradition, with the social contract theories
defended by Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, and Kant. Indeed, all these authors start with the premise
that no human being has a natural authority to govern others, and therefore, in order for a
government issuing commands to be legitimate, a justification apt to gain the consensus of the
citizens is needed. In recent years, this consent approach has reached a new turn: the idea of
contemporary political philosophers is that, since political authority must in some sense rest on
the free consent of those subjected to it, coercion must be justified to all citizens with reasons
they can reasonably be expected to accept (Macedo 1991; Rawls 1993; Gaus 2011). A certain
political order or decision is thus legitimate if it can be justified with reasons that are acceptable
from the point of view of those subjected to it (and not actually accepted by them).
The normative reading of political legitimacy is not the only available one. Political legitimacy
can also be interpreted in a descriptive sense, when it refers to individuals’ actual beliefs about
political authority and obligations. In this sense, referring to the belief that a rule, an institution, or
a political actor has the right to govern, legitimacy corresponds to beliefs about the rightfulness of
the hierarchical relation between rule and rulers and those who are to obey them, and thus it
specifies the condition for compliance. As it is well known, this idea of legitimacy is grounded in
the work of Max Weber, who forcefully and influentially argued for a normative-free concept of
legitimacy, intended only as the acceptance of the validity of an order of rules. According to
Weber’s conceptualization, that of legitimacy is not a question regarding whether a certain set of
rules, or a political actor ought to be considered legitimate and, thus, about the normative reasons
that justify the acceptance of those rules or of the political actor’s ruling. Rather, “the basis of
every system of authority, and correspondingly of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a
1

This is particularly clear in Rawls’s “Reply to Habermas”, where he distinguishes between consensus that comes
from everyday politics and reasonable overlapping consensus (Rawls 1995, 145).
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state is justified and to show that a state is legitimate is the same, see Simmons 1999.
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belief by virtue of which persons exercising authority are lent prestige” (Weber 1964, 382).
Famously, Weber refers to the idea of legitimation to pinpoint the process by which political
actors strive to achieve legitimacy and argues that the strategies to justify the right of rulers to
rule are essentially three: legal authority; traditional authority; charismatic authority. In the first
case, individuals comply with the political order because they trust the rationality of legal system it
is built on, whereas in the second case they comply because the political order has existed and
persisted throughout time and they are used to obey. Finally, in the third case, they comply
because of the political virtues, personality, and charisma of the political leader (Weber 1978, 215216; 2015 137-138).
As it has been noted, there are some problems with Weber’s characterization of legitimacy and
its commitment to provide a concept that attempts to be fully descriptive rejecting any normative
underpinning. In particular, the trouble with this idea has to do with the fact that, on Weber’s
understanding, it might be the case for a people to obey and comply with the rules of a political
authority that may nonetheless be desirable to deem illegitimate. If as long as political ruling is
considered legitimate by the public is legitimate, then no decision drawn from that ruling can be
considered illegitimate, despite its substantive content (Mommsen 1989, 47). To avoid such
criticisms, without losing the descriptive component, some authors have argued for a hybrid
characterization of legitimacy, combining both descriptive and normative features. Indeed, it
seems that when it comes to legitimacy, to be of importance are not only those actual beliefs
individuals may have with respect to political authority, but also those beliefs about the
justifiability of the political authority, its institutions, and decisions (Habermas 1979). At the same
time, if the concept of legitimacy is to be of any use in the real world, it needs to retain some
descriptive understanding, and not to be characterized only in abstract or idealized terms, with
respect to what it is rational or reasonable for individuals to accept, despite what they actually
think.
The debate about the legitimacy of the EU its democratic deficit revolves precisely around this
hybrid conception of legitimacy. Indeed, the ideas of input, output and throughput legitimacy all
refer not only to the beliefs citizens of the EU actually have with respect to its institutions and
decisions, but also about the reasons they would have to regard such institutions and decisions
legitimate. In the next section, I tackle the three aforementioned dimensions of EU legitimacy in
order to better understand how they should be conceptualized and related to each other.
4

3. EU Legitimacy: Input, Output, Throughput
In the past years, the issue of the legitimacy of the European Union has become more and
more popular among scholars of both political science and political theory. Such an interest is
justified and motivated by the growing and widespread dissatisfaction of European citizens and
national representatives with respect to the democratic processes of decision-making at the EU
level. If European integration was already shaken in 2005 by the negative responses to the
referenda on the Treaty establishing a Constitution for Europe, in particular by French and Dutch
voters, the debt crises in the Eurozone have exacerbated the latent tensions between
commitments made by member state governments in Brussels and the requests and needs of
national citizens (Ferrera 2014). Indeed, the crisis has increased the tendency to privilege
executive decisions over parliamentary scrutiny and technocratic solutions over democratic
accountability with regards to policy-making.
Moreover, the issue of the legitimacy of the European Union is particularly problematic
because it is not easy to answer the ontological question, namely to understand what the EU
actually is. Indeed, to define the “nature of the beast” is not an easy task and this is confirmed by
the various and different definitions that have been proposed in the literature: “less than a
federation, more than a regime” (Wallace 1983, 403); “neither a state nor an international
organization” (Sbragia 1992, 403); a “multiperspectival polity” (Ruggie 1993); a “regulatory state”
(Majone 1996; Caporaso 1996); a “confederation, consortio, or condominio” (Schmitter 1996);
“an international organization of sovereign states delegating the management of the issue they
jointly decide” (Moravcsik 2001); a “composite polity” (Tarrow 2001); a “compound polity”
(Fabbrini 2007). Such wide disagreement is directly linked with the problem of establishing which
criteria are the most appropriate for measuring EU legitimacy: some scholars argue that legitimacy
of the EU cannot be measured by the same criteria of its member states (Majone 1998; Weiler
1999), whereas others deny it (Lord and Beetham 2001). Despite such disputes, when it comes to
the conceptualization of EU legitimacy, the system theory approach, with its input, output and
throughput characterization, has gained in recent years more and more interest and acceptance,
and it is nowadays dominant3. However, although this perspective on legitimacy is shared,
3

For an interesting and critical discussion of studies of EU’s legitimacy, and in particular about the distinction
input/output with respect to normative and empirical analysis, see Gaus 2011.
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scholars disagree about the definition of these three dimensions, the relations between them, and
which one is the most important with respect to the problem of legitimacy.
As it is well-known, the notions of input, output and throughput are respectively associated
with the idea of democratic regimes requiring government by and of the people, for the people,
and with the people (Schmidt 2006, 21). Indeed, the dimension of input refers to the participation
of citizens’ in the political process in virtue of their demands and support; that of output, on the
contrary, focuses on actual government decisions and actions and their efficiency in ameliorating
individuals’ life chances; finally, that of throughput is centered on the quality of the processes of
EU governance. Legitimacy on the input side is essentially intertwined with the democratic ideal of
political equality and depends on those procedures and mechanism apt to translate the “will of
the people” into political decisions. In this sense, the dimension of input is generally conceived as
comprehending, on one hand, institutions and procedures of representation and, on the other,
individuals’ participation (or opportunities to participate) in the political process.

So, the

dimension of input captures the need for democratic legitimacy to have participation procedures
of a certain quality, involving majoritarian mechanism and responsiveness of the political process
to individuals’ demands and preferences. Input legitimacy is thus motivated by beliefs in the
validity of the political procedures involving individuals’ participation. In the EU context, the
concern for input legitimacy has driven scholars towards different directions: from the role of the
Council and the European Parliament to represent citizens’’ demands (Hix 2008), to forms of
public deliberation and contestation (Schmidt 2006); from the organization of EU civil-society
movements (Kohler-Kock 2010), to the formation of a proper European “public sphere” (Habermas
2001). Despite such different interests and approaches to the question of input legitimacy, its core
remains the idea of equal participation in the political process, and the possibility by individuals to
influence those laws and norms they are subjected to. As Sharpf has pointed out (1999; 2003),
input legitimacy draws from the ideal of participatory democracy as it is defended by the
republican tradition, which emphasizes the importance of civic virtue and active citizenship.
The output side of legitimacy, on the other hand, refers to the ability of institutions to govern
by producing substantive, beneficial results for the citizens. It is concerned with finding effective
solutions to individuals’ problems and needs via the enactment of policies and political decisions
apt to “serve the common interest of the constituency” (Sharpf 1999, 268). Thus, output
legitimacy refers to beliefs in the validity of the political decisions. It is important to stress that
6

there is sharp difference between outputs and outcomes: if outputs consist in political decisions
and actions responding to social and political demands, outcomes are generated by the
interaction between outputs and the environment. The legitimacy of outputs is evaluated and
measured not in terms of the political outcomes resulting from the encounter between the
political outputs and the social and economic environments, which may intervene in changing on
the actual political decisions produced by the political process. So, output legitimacy refers to the
problem-solving quality of laws and norms, as they are produced by the political process by they
interact with the environment. The idea of output legitimacy is that, if there is a range of common
interest that is sufficiently broad, stable and shared, and the means to reach such goals are in fact
technical matters, it is possible to employ depoliticizing strategies that remove collective decisionmaking from individual participation in order to secure public interest (Pettit 2004). In this sense,
output legitimacy is usually linked with the performance of decision-making in its non-majoritarian
forms and institutions, as for example expert committees and regulatory bodies such as the
European Central Bank, the European Commission, the European Court of Justice, etc. (Majone
1998). Differently from input, the output side of legitimacy is grounded in the idea that, although
political participation is important, the political system needs to be secured from the “tyranny of
the majority” in order to deliver good, beneficial results. Invoking the tradition of the Federalist
Papers, theorists defending output legitimacy welcome the protection of political decisions and
policies throughout the assignment of power to different governing and regulatory institutions.
Finally, the throughput dimension of legitimacy has been the last one to be uncovered and,
simply put, it refers to what happens between input and output. As Schmidt puts it, “throughput
legitimacy is a performance criterion centering on what goes on inside the ‘black box’ of the
political system” (2010, 7). Focusing on the procedure of EU governance, the dimensions of
throughput is centered on ensuring not only efficiency, but also accountability and transparency to
the political process. It is worth noting that, on Schmidt’s account, throughput legitimacy is also
established in terms of “openness”, intended as the possibility for individuals organized in
interest-based organizations may have access and influence the decision-making process. In this
sense, whether we include the element of openness or not, introducing the idea of throughput
legitimacy corresponds to an attempt to move beyond the input-output dichotomy by focusing on
the quality of interactions among actors in the EU decision-making process. In this sense,
throughput legitimacy refers to the beliefs in the appropriateness of the interactions between
7

political actors within the political process. Given such focus, that of throughput is essentially a
deliberative dimension, where accountability and transparency are to be fostered. In the EU
context, the relations that are the core of throughput legitimacy are those related to the
construction of policies, that are activated by input and are then delivered in the output phase.
Bearing in mind the multilevel nature of the EU governance (Piattoni 2010), throughput includes
deliberations among experts and their involvements in EU policy-making, both at the level of the
European Parliament’s discussions and at the level of the Council and the Commission. Moreover,
the idea of throughput aims to capture also those situations in which the elites communicate to
the public about EU decisions and can be held accountable for their decisions and actions. Of
course, if the quality of openness to civil society is considered part of throughput, then also the
interactions of EU institutions with social movements and organizations are to be considered
(Schmidt 2013)4.
An important part of the academic debate about the dimensions of legitimacy regards their
relation and whether they are positively or negatively correlated. There is widespread
disagreement about whether decreasing input leads to increasing output and viceversa, and
whether increasing throughput has consequences on input and output. As Schmidt says, “these
interactions can be portrayed as a democratic trilemma involving a zero-sum game, in which
increasing any one mechanism decreases the other two” (2010, 25). In this paper, I leave these
concerns aside. Nor I engage with the problem of measuring the level of input, output, and
throughput legitimacy in the EU. Indeed, some scholars argue that, given the peculiar nature of
the EU and its lack of a common and collective identity, input legitimacy just cannot be achieved,
but only output legitimacy is available (Scharpf 1999; Majone 1998). Given its complex
institutional arrangements and design, it is not easy to understand how the concept of input
legitimacy could apply to the EU at all. Moreover, the idea of input legitimacy clashes with the fact
that decision-making in the EU is often described as technocratic (Radaelli 1999; Crouch 2003; Stie
2013). On the other hand, scholars have argued that also output legitimacy is not problem free for
a greater majoritarian element needs to be added to the politics of the Council and the European
Parliament (Hix 2008). Indeed, if to increase output legitimacy recourse to depoliticized expert
4
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for it provokes a conceptual misunderstanding. Indeed, I will contend that if throughput has to comprehend the
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distinguish it from the dimension of input.
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knowledge is necessary – what Schmidt calls “policies without politics” –, it runs the risks to be in
tension with the democratic ideal of political equality. Moreover, if we consider the economic
crisis and its management in the past years, the rise of euro-scepticism, and the critiques towards
the escalating technocratic decision-making of the EU institutions, it is easy to understand the
need for more input legitimacy and a legitimizing narrative for the EU. For the sake of this paper, I
will leave all these interesting and stimulating discussions aside to focus on the conceptual
grounds for the system theory approach, and in particular for the idea of throughput. Indeed, such
discussion seems lacking from the debate and if the puzzle of EU legitimacy is to be solved, a
better understanding of throughput and of its relation with input and output is needed.

4. Throughput: a case of misconception
In analysing the concept of throughput legitimacy, it is necessary to start by noticing that its
borders and boundaries are blurred and difficult to identify. The problem is that it is almost
impossible to understand where throughput begins and where it ends. Being located in that
intermediate space between input and output, throughput is not readably defined as an
independent and autonomous part of the political process. For this reason, it should not come as a
surprise that different scholars have defended and proposed murky and different definitions of
throughput. For some, throughput legitimacy refers to “certain qualities of the rules and
procedures by which binding decisions are made” (Bekkers and Edwards 2007, 44), and in
particular to democratic forms of check and balances embedded in the decision-making process,
free deliberation, inclusion of different and competing perspectives (from both citizens and
experts), and transparency. For others throughput legitimacy is what happens “after the citizens
have exhausted their direct or indirect opportunities for participation and have usually delegated
their preferences, [when] representative, or lobbyists enter the political scene [and] negotiate and
decide in the complex arrangement of institutional procedures” (Wimmel 2008, 11). On this
account, with respect to the EU, the focus is on the relations occurring not only between various
EU institutions, but also between national level and European level, in particular with respect to
integration, access to information, and the quality of deliberation in commissions and committees.
Moreover, Schmidt’s characterization, which is the most refined one, explicitly states that
throughput refers “to the efficacy, accountability, transparency, openness and inclusiveness of the
governance processes” (Schmidt 2013, 3), meaning that the notion can be intended both as input9

oriented and output oriented. Indeed, in surveying the different positions in the literature, she
shows how different approaches can lead to very different understanding of throughput: for
scholars interested in institutional aspects, throughput legitimacy may be concerned with “[…] the
efficacy of the many different forms of EU governance process and the adequacy of the rules they
follow in policy making […], accountability and transparency of the governance processes, [or] the
quality and quantity of EU governance processes’ inclusiveness and the openness of the EU’s
various institutional bodies to ‘civil society’” (Schmidt 2013, 6). On the contrary, for scholars
interested in ideational and discursive construction, throughput legitimacy may be concerned with
“ideas and deliberative interactions of the agents involved in the […] governance processes […]
and how these promote efficacy, accountability, transparency, inclusiveness and access to civil
society” (Schmidt 2013, 7). Hence, her definition comprehending both aspects linked with the
needs for the political processes to be, on one hand, effective and efficient in terms of
performance and, on the other, procedurally adequate thanks to the criteria of accountability,
transparency, openness, and inclusiveness.
The problem with having such a wide range of options for identifying throughput legitimacy is
that its conceptual underpinnings appear lurking and its meaning comprised and conflated with
the dimensions of input and output. Indeed, it seems that the different aspects that are usually
identified within the boundaries of throughput cannot help to fall either in the realm of input, or
in that of output. This is particularly clear when it comes to accountability, which is regarded by
many scholars as a pillar of throughput, for its procedures can be both input and output oriented.
Let us analyse this point more deeply. Despite difficulties in providing a clear and distinct
definition of it, the idea of accountability refers to a relation between at least two actors (the
accountability holder and the holdee) in which one is asked to accept responsibility and account
for her actions and decisions, and the other maintains some leverage towards her in the ability to
impose positive or negative sanctions after evaluating such actions and decisions. In the political
context of a democratic system, accountability mechanisms exist to ensure that agents holding
political power do not abuse their authority and act in accordance with citizens’ demands and
preferences (Keohane 2004; Steets 2010). But then, accountability is a quality of the procedures
that affects individuals’ beliefs in the validity of the procedures allowing them to influence the
political processes by retaining the power to issue punishments and rewards. Thomas Risse, for
example, shares this idea and, in writing about transnational forms of governance, states that “if
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the agent involved in governance arrangements are […] accountable to their ‘clients’ – be it
shareholders or firms or citizens of government – […] to those who are affected by their decisions
– the various ‘stakeholders’ – then input-legitimacy should be assured” (2006, 185-186). It is
important to stress that I am not here claiming for some accountability procedures to be effective
or currently adequate, in particular with respect to the EU it has been argued, for example, that
the European Parliament suffers from a lack of accountability (Lord 2004; Menon and Peet 2010).
Rather, I am claiming that when we think of accountability as criterion to evaluate the legitimacy
of a certain political system, it cannot help to retain some characteristics of input legitimacy.
However, it is important to highlight that accountability can also have an output blend. In their
studies on representative democracy, Esaiasson and Holmberg draw an insightful distinction
between “representation from below” and “representation from above” (1996). The former
captures the idea of input legitimacy by referring to those political procedures that start from
citizens’ views and attempt to translate them into governmental policies. The cornerstone of
representation from below – and of input legitimacy- is responsiveness, in the sense of the degree
to which representatives are adherent to the views of the represented. Representation from
above, on the other hand, captures the idea of output legitimacy by referring to those political
procedures that start from representatives, who have developed their views and offer them to
citizens. Here, the core is accountability, intended in its retrospective sense (Curtin, Mair &
Papadopoulos 2010). Retrospective accountability refers to the fact that parties and political
actors are elected with the promises of serving as good governors and, thus, they are evaluated on
their performance in office. In this sense, procedures of accountability are not only ex-ante, but
consists also in ex-post controls through which political actors seek to explain and justify their
decisions in retrospect, with reference to the outputs they have reached and were able to
produce. In this sense, the criterion of accountability, both in its responsive and retrospective
forms, seems extremely important with respect to legitimacy. However, both interpretations are
driven respectively by input and output senses, and therefore exceed the boundaries of
throughput.
A similar argument can be made also for the criteria of transparency, access and inclusiveness.
Indeed, if transparency can be defined as “the extent to which individuals who may significantly
affected by a decision are able to learn about the decision-making process, including its existence,
subject matter, structure and current status” (Dingwerth 2007, 30), then it needs to be interpreted
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as part of input legitimacy. Indeed, transparency appears to provide individuals with tools to
effectively participate in the political process directing more compelling inputs into the system.
When it comes to the inclusion of different points of view and access to deliberation from
movements and activists of the civil society, things seem more complicated. Some interpret the
criterion of inclusiveness in a strict participatory fashion (Uhlin 2010), and thus add to it a strong
input sense. Others, on the other hand, carefully distinguish between those forms of inclusion
articulated through interest group pressure, protests, demonstrations, campaigns – which are
input-based –, and those that refer to consultation with interest groups (Schmidt 2013, 6-7). Such
a distinction attempts to draw a line between ordinary citizens and individuals and organized
movements in order to argue that the former group act in the input dimension, whereas the latter
in the throughput one. However, if all interest groups share a desire to affect the political process
and the policy-making to benefit themselves and their causes, it seems difficult to understand how
they cannot be considered operating within the dimension of input.
It is important to understand that intending the criterion of inclusiveness in terms of interactive
relationships that are found in the coordinative part of the policy process, as for example
deliberations among experts, does not change the problem. The involvement of technocratic
advice is to be intended in terms of output legitimacy: experts are included in the decision-making
processes because their consultation is considered useful to reach the best possible outcome
performance. It is important to stress again that I am not here claiming that the involvement of
experts within the decision-making processes necessarily turns into the best possible outcome
performance. In the case of the EU, for example, it has been argued that economic experts, who
have defended a form of management of the crisis by means of regulatory policies only, are
hugely responsible for the economic, social and political problems Europe faces today. (Broome
2013; Mügge 2011; Palley 2012; Schlefer 2012; Verdun & Heipertz 2004). Rather, my argument is
that inclusion of experts derives from the need for the decision-making processes to be effective,
and thus to produce outcome legitimacy.
The fact that throughput legitimacy may be interpreted in an output sense is particularly clear
when it is defined in terms of those procedures of efficiency (Lieberherr 2013). Procedures of
decision-making may incorporate filters and limits on timing (how long it takes for a decision to be
made) or financial costs (whether the costs exceed the profits), for example. Such filters, which
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are embedded in the procedures identified by throughput, are nonetheless carved out in a output
oriented sense.
If my arguments thus far are sound, it seems that the throughput dimension cannot be
conceptually distinguished from those of input and output. Indeed, its criteria end up pointing
towards the needs for a democratic political system to secure participation and responsiveness
towards individuals, and efficiency in terms of political decisions. In this sense, throughout needs
to be considered always either input-oriented or output oriented [fig. 1].
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Accountability
(justification)
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Throughput

Inclusiveness
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Efficiency
(boundaries for decisions)

Figure 1

5. Is throughput a genuine source of legitimacy?
Now that the analysis of the concept of throughput legitimacy is developed, it is time to turn to
the issue whether it can be considered a genuine source of legitimacy. As argued in the previous
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section, throughput is conceptually problematic because it is difficult to disentangle and to
distinguish from the dimensions of input and output. However, does it mean also that the actions,
interactions, relations throughout aims at identifying are of no use for the legitimacy of a political
system? Indeed, despite being either input-oriented or output-oriented, the dimension of
throughput captures some peculiar relations, which raise some important tensions (between
institutions and interest groups or institutions and experts) with respect to the problem of
legitimacy.
Recall that, having embraced a Weberian yet hybrid conception, legitimacy is here intended as
essentially linked with individuals’ beliefs in the validity of a political decision and its justifiability.
Now, it is easy to understand what this means for the input and output dimensions of legitimacy.
Input legitimacy is achieved when the individuals subjected to a political decision believe it is
legitimate because of the procedures by which such political decision is made. From the point of
view of input, political decisions are legitimate as long as they are the results of an appropriately
constrained process of decision-making that is democratic in kind, insuring individuals’
participation and inclusion. Moreover, given the democratic character of the procedures, the
legitimacy of political decisions is granted also in virtue of their responsiveness to citizens’ views.
In this sense, citizens comply with the political decisions because they believe their views have
been taken into account. On the other hand, output legitimacy is achieved when individuals
subjected to a political decision believe it is legitimate because of its substantive quality. From the
point of view of output, this can be achieved in two different manners: first, political decisions are
considered legitimate because they are congruent with the mandate assigned to political actors, in
the sense that they mirror citizens’ views and preferences; second, societal problems may occur
unexpectedly (a crisis for example) and, thus, they may require solutions that were not estimated
and impossible to foresee in the dimension of input. So, given that societal problems have a
correct answer, political decisions are legitimate as long as they provide good solutions to such
problems5.
Now, the riddle to unleash is whether throughput contributes to the beliefs in the validity of
political decisions, as it is in the case of input and output. I think that, in order to address this
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It is interesting to note how the dimensions of input and output correspond to the idea of political legitimacy
proposed, in the philosophical arena, by democratic proceduralism (Christiano 1996) and democratic instrumentalism
respectively (Wall 2007).
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issue, it is crucial to understand what is the function of throughput. What is throughput ultimately
for? Given its “in-between” nature, identifying what goes on in the “black box” of governance,
throughput’s task is to connect input and output, to ensure that the input generated by the
participation of individuals are translated into positive outputs in terms of effective policies apt to
provide solutions to societal problems. In this sense, throughput is the locus where input and
output meet, where demands for responsiveness and need of responsibility are balanced into a
coherent decision. Indeed, the dimension of throughput does not contribute so much in the
beliefs that a certain political decision is legitimate. Rather, it contributes to the beliefs that the
political system is apt to the task of turning inputs into outputs: the interactions, both input and
output oriented, usually identified in the domain of throughput, are those which confer credibility
to the system as a whole [fig. 2].
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It is important to stress that, although throughput may not be a genuine source of legitimacy, it
nonetheless heavily contributes to enhancing the beliefs of individuals in the validity of political
legitimacy. Indeed, even though legitimacy and credibility are two different things, if individuals do
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not trust the political system and its capacity to transform input into output, compliance with the
political decisions is at risk (Rothstein, 1998). This thought can perhaps be expressed with Rawls’s
idea of a “reasonable faith” (Rawls 1993, 172). For Rawls, political philosophy should be greatly
concerned with our motivation, as citizens, to construct and support a just society. The idea is that
we must think it is possible for a just society to be enacted and that our fellow citizens will agree
and comply with its principles in order to be motivated towards its construction and maintenance.
If we believe a just society was impossible because our human character is unfriendly in this
respect, we would be unable to commit, individually and collectively, to it. Thus, we should be
provided with reasons to hold a “reasonable faith” that such a society is a real possibility. Only
with a “reasonable faith” that justice is possible we can be motivated to realize it. Similarly,
throughput provides citizens with reasons for believing that the political system works and is
concerned both with individuals’ preferences and with efficient objectives in terms of substantial,
beneficial solutions to their problems. By granting credibility to the political system, throughput
provides individuals with the motivation to accept it and to engage with it. Throughput is what
allows individuals to believe that it is possible for the political system to deliver good outputs
while taking into account their inputs. In this sense, throughput seems almost a pre-condition for
legitimacy.

6. What criteria for throughput?
What criteria should apply to those interactions usually identified by throughput in order for them
to ensure the credibility of the political system? How is it possible to connect input and output in
an adequate manner? Let us remember that the dimension of throughput refer to input-oriented
interactions between, on the one hand, the institutions and interest groups and civil society
movements and, on the other, output-oriented interactions between institutions and experts. And
it connects the demands for political participation and responsiveness to individuals’ preferences
with the need for responsibility and to ensure decisions and policies to serve the common
interest. In this sense, within the dimension of throughput, deliberative arenas of not only
consultation, but also negotiations are activated, in which institutions, interest groups, civil society
movements, and expert groups confront each other with respect to those political decisions that
are to turn into outputs. It is clear that, in the case of the EU, the dimension of throughput plays a
fundamental role because of the multi-level interactions between different actors. An example of
16

interaction between interest groups and institutions can be envisaged in the establishment of the
Tripartite Social Summit, which is a forum for dialogue between the EU institutions at president
level and the European social partners at top management level. It consists of the Council
Presidency and the two subsequent Presidencies, the Commission and the social partners,
represented at the highest level. Its aim is to ensure the effective participation of the social
partners in implementing the EU’s economic and social policies. The Tripartite Social Summit, thus,
represents the locus where EU leaders and social partners meet to discuss jobs, growth and
investment priorities for Europe. Drawing from the analysis of the Member States’ economic
situation as described by the Country Reports and placed within the European Semester, the
Tripartite Social Summit constitutes the framework where European employer and employee
representatives, the European Commission, EU Heads of State or Government, and Employment
and Social Affairs Ministers from the countries holding the current and future EU Council
Presidencies meet and discuss the EU economic and social plans. An example of interaction
between experts and institutions within throughput, on the other hand, is that of the countryspecific recommendations (CSR) issued by the Commission and its committees during the
European Semester, when the European Union sets its yearly cycle of economic policy
coordination. Indeed, when it comes to CSRs, there are margins of flexibility and space for
deliberation with respect to the possibility of developing alternative policies and suggest different
targets from those proposed at the beginning. Indeed, it is a fact that some member states have
not only contested EU’s analysis and recommendations, but also proposed alternative political
actions (Bekker 2015).
Now, what are the criteria that render the interactions taking place within the dimension of
throughput adequate? If, as argued before, throughput confers credibility to the political system
by ensuring that the chain of political decision-making from input to output is carried out in an
appropriate manner, the standards for interactions are to conform both to input and output
demands, in order to find the right balance between them. Given the deliberative nature of
throughput, a good starting point in this direction can be provided by those theories of
deliberative democracy affirming the need to justify political decisions, and fosters procedures of
reasons-giving among political actors (Habermas 1996; Cohen 1997; Elster 1998; Gutmann and
Thompson 2002). Indeed, the idea here is that if the deliberations and interactions carried out
within throughput are conducted in accordance with certain standards of justification, then it can
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be granted that the political system is apt to the task of transforming political input into political
outputs, and therefore to provide grounds for individuals’ believe in the legitimacy of the decisionmaking process and of particular decisions. It is thanks to the possibility to challenge each other
with respect to the input and output validity of the decision under discussion that the actors
involved in the interaction can secure the adequacy of the deliberation. For this reason, a reexamined interpretation of the criteria proposed by deliberative democrats seems useful for the
purposes of throughput.
Drawing from Habermas’s work, it is possible to identify different dimensions of validity for claims
proposed within the deliberative process. When individuals deliberate, they enter into certain
commitments to justify their actions (or proposals) on the basis of reasons, and these
commitments are what Habermas calls “validity claims”. The dimensions of validity are essentially
three: truth; rightness; truthfulness. Of course, when validity claims are unchallenged the
deliberation is almost useless, for individuals already agree on a decision. On the contrary, if the
validity claims are contested, deliberation becomes essential in order to test the different and
competing claims issued by the agents. The claims to truth – claims about the objective world –
may be tested through discourse, where agents deliberate about the truth of the matter and
through reference to evidence. The claims to rightness – claims about the correctness of norms
and adherence to moral principles – may be tested through discourse about what norm ought to
be and regulate the relations between individuals. The claims of truthfulness – claims about one’s
intentions – may be tested by comparing utterances with actions (Habermas 1993).
When it comes to throughput, Habermas’s characterization can be useful in framing the criteria to
evaluate the quality of the deliberative processes. Indeed, within throughput, the interactions
between interest groups, civil society movements, institutions, and experts can be intended as a
sort of discursive test apt to challenge the appropriateness of the political decision with respect,
both to input and output requirements. The standards I envisage to judge the adequacy of
interactions identifies by throughput are five: 1) factual truth; 2) pragmatism; 3) goodness; 4)
moral rightness; 5) authenticity. The idea is that within throughput, deliberations should be
structured in such a manner that proposals for political decisions can be challenged in terms of the
descriptions that are provided of a given political situation (factual truth); the consequences that
they may produce and their efficiency (pragmatism); their justice (goodness); the respect for the
affected individuals (moral rightness); and their adherence to the values of polity's shared values
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and history (authenticity). As it is clear, the first, second, and third criteria are output-oriented in
being linked with performances in limiting the decision-making process to those measures and
actions that are the best, in terms of the goodness they can achieve, within the real and possible
ones. On the other hand, the fourth and fifth criteria are input-oriented in being related to
individuals’ ideals and values. The different nature of the five criteria allows throughput to
function as a provider for the equilibrium between input and output, in demanding the actors
involved in the processes of governance to respect those boundaries that make deliberative
processes appropriate.

7. Conclusions
The focus of this paper has been the problem of political legitimacy and, in particular, the
dimension of throughput legitimacy, as it has been proposed and defended in the literature on
European studies recently. I have attempted to argue that the concept of throughput legitimacy,
as it stands, is problematic for it cannot be clearly distinguished from those of input and output.
Moreover, the criteria employed to assess and evaluate throughput cannot help to be either
input-oriented or output-oriented, so that it seems impossible to consider it a genuine source of
legitimacy. However, despite such difficulties, I attempted to argue that the idea of throughput
captures some important interactions that take place within the political decision-making
processes, in particular those between, on one hand, institutions and interest groups and civil
society movements, and on the other, those between institutions and experts. I have argued that
such interactions, if carried out in adherence with certain standard, do not contribute to the
legitimacy of the decision-making process, but to the credibility of the system as a whole and in its
capacity to transform input into output. In this sense, I proposed to consider the dimension of
throughput a sort of discursive test in which it is possible challenge the validity claims with respect
to the criteria of factual truth, pragmatism, goodness, moral rightness, and authenticity.
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