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Abstract 
Trust is both an outcome and a prerequisite of legitimacy in non-profit organisations. As 
relational currency, trust enables NGOs to mobilise resources, influence policy, and secure 
long-term partnerships. This article analyses the dynamic relationship between legitimacy 
and trust, exploring how accountability, transparency, and stakeholder engagement 
contribute to sustaining credibility. It highlights the cyclical nature of the relationship: 
legitimacy fosters trust, and trust reinforces legitimacy. The analysis identifies transparency 
and accountability mechanisms—such as financial disclosures, participatory feedback 
systems, and program reporting—as critical, but cautions against overly technical or donor-
driven approaches that alienate communities. Stakeholder perspectives differ significantly: 
donors privilege efficiency and compliance, governments prioritise legal alignment and 
neutrality, and communities emphasise moral and representational legitimacy. These 
divergent expectations often create tensions that NGOs must carefully manage. Comparative 
evidence, including surveys like the Edelman Trust Barometer, shows that NGOs enjoy 
higher trust levels globally than corporations or governments, but that this advantage is 
fragile and easily undermined by scandals or political suspicion. By examining the interplay 
of legitimacy and trust, this article contributes to both scholarship and practice by outlining 
strategies for balancing transparency, accountability, and responsiveness in order to sustain 
credibility across diverse and contested environments. 
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1. Introduction 
Trust is one of the most significant outcomes of perceived legitimacy because it directly 
shapes how different actors—governments, donors, communities, and the general public—
interact with non-profit organisations. When stakeholders believe that an organisation is 
credible and acts with integrity, they are more willing to engage, contribute resources, and 
rely on it as a partner in solving complex social problems. Trust facilitates smoother 
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cooperation with state authorities, enhances the willingness of donors to provide long-term 
or unrestricted funding, and encourages communities to participate in programs and provide 
honest feedback. Without trust, NGOs find themselves locked out of policymaking spaces, 
facing scepticism from funders, and struggling to mobilise volunteers or community 
support. Thus, legitimacy and trust together determine the extent to which organisations can 
function effectively within their operational environments.
Empirical evidence underscores the fragility of trust in the non-profit sector. Studies show 
that even isolated scandals—such as financial impropriety, exploitation by staff, or 
misleading communication—can rapidly escalate into full-scale legitimacy crises (Keating 
& Frumkin, 2003). In many cases, the actions of one organisation affect the reputation of the 
entire sector, particularly in countries where NGOs face political scrutiny or public 
scepticism. Trust, therefore, is not only built slowly but also eroded quickly. Once damaged, 
it is difficult to restore, and organisations may face long-term consequences, including 
reduced donor confidence, loss of local partnerships, or heightened regulatory restrictions. 
This interdependence between legitimacy and trust highlights the necessity of sustained 
ethical behaviour, transparent communication, and organisational accountability.

2. The Legitimacy–Trust Cycle 
The relationship between legitimacy and trust forms a continuous loop rather than a one-
directional process. Legitimacy functions as a signal to stakeholders that an organisation is 
aligned with societal values, follows ethical norms, and operates in ways that benefit the 
public good. When stakeholders perceive an NGO as legitimate, they tend to trust it more 
readily. This trust translates into tangible advantages: predictable funding flows, stable 
volunteer engagement, and the authority to participate in dialogue with governmental 
bodies. Trust also enhances relational resilience by giving organisations the benefit of the 
doubt in times of uncertainty or operational setbacks.
In turn, trust reinforces legitimacy by validating an organisation’s role in public life. When 
communities openly collaborate with NGOs, when donors renew grants without hesitation, 
and when governments treat organisations as reliable partners, these actions publicly signal 
legitimacy. However, when legitimacy weakens—because of mission drift, ethical failures, 
or political accusations—trust deteriorates rapidly. A breakdown in trust can lead to a 
downward spiral where organisations lose both credibility and capacity. This cyclical 
dynamic demonstrates that legitimacy without trust is hollow, while trust without legitimacy 
is unstable. Effective NGOs must cultivate and protect both elements simultaneously.
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3. Transparency and Accountability as Trust Mechanisms 
Transparency serves as one of the most powerful mechanisms for building and sustaining 
trust. By openly sharing information about finances, governance, program outcomes, and 
donor relationships, NGOs demonstrate responsibility and reduce suspicion. Accountability 
mechanisms—such as audits, monitoring systems, or public reporting—show that 
organisations are answerable for their actions. These practices reassure stakeholders that 
resources are being used appropriately and that organisational decisions are made with 
integrity. Moreover, transparency is crucial for countering misinformation, particularly in 
environments where NGOs are vulnerable to political manipulation or public scepticism.
However, accountability must extend beyond technical compliance. Excessive bureaucratic 
procedures may satisfy donors but alienate communities who find reports inaccessible or 
irrelevant. In some cases, NGOs become so focused on meeting donor reporting 
requirements that they divert resources away from community engagement, undermining 
their grassroots legitimacy. Conversely, accountability mechanisms that prioritise 
participation—such as community consultations, feedback loops, and participatory 
evaluations—strengthen representational legitimacy by showing that organisations value 
local voices. The challenge lies in maintaining accountability that is both rigorous and 
meaningful, avoiding the pitfalls of technocratic reporting while promoting genuine 
transparency that builds trust across stakeholder groups.

4. Divergent Stakeholder Perspectives 
Different stakeholder groups assess trust and legitimacy through distinct evaluative lenses. 
For donors, trust is tied closely to performance metrics, financial management, and 
demonstrable results. They tend to prioritise output legitimacy—efficiency, effectiveness, 
and measurable impact. NGOs that fail to produce quantifiable outcomes risk being 
perceived as inefficient, regardless of their relational or cultural strengths. This pressure can 
lead organisations to prioritise donor-driven agendas, potentially compromising community 
alignment and local ownership.
Governments, on the other hand, view trust and legitimacy through a lens of legal 
compliance and political stability. In democratic settings, NGOs may be trusted partners in 
public policy consultation or service delivery. In authoritarian or hybrid regimes, 
governments often judge NGOs based on perceived neutrality and alignment with state 
priorities (Banks et al., 2015). This creates a precarious situation where NGOs must 
maintain moral and representational legitimacy with communities while avoiding political 
confrontation that could lead to deregistration, harassment, or operational shutdown.
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Beneficiaries and communities interpret trust through cultural resonance, respect, fairness, 
and genuine engagement. They value input legitimacy—participation, listening, and shared 
decision-making—over donor-driven metrics. Communities often rely on relational trust 
grounded in shared history, cultural practices, and direct experience with the organisation. 
When communities perceive NGOs as disconnected, elitist, or externally imposed, 
legitimacy erodes, even if donors and governments still support the organisation. These 
divergent expectations create inherent tensions, requiring NGOs to constantly negotiate 
between competing demands while maintaining a consistent ethical core.

5. Comparative Trust in NGOs 
Comparative studies show that NGOs typically enjoy higher levels of public trust than 
governments or private corporations. Surveys such as the Edelman Trust Barometer (2022) 
consistently rank NGOs as ethically oriented, mission-driven, and responsive to social 
needs. This trust advantage reflects a widespread belief that NGOs prioritise social good 
over profit or political gain. In many societies, civil society organisations fill critical gaps 
left by the state, providing services, representation, and advocacy for marginalized groups, 
further reinforcing their positive reputation.
Despite this favourable position, trust in NGOs is fragile and highly context-dependent. In 
polarised or authoritarian environments, governments often frame NGOs as foreign agents 
or instruments of political interference. Such narratives can significantly damage public 
trust, even when organisations have long histories of service and integrity. Scandals within 
one NGO can also damage the reputation of the entire sector, reinforcing public suspicion. 
Moreover, reliance on external funding may lead communities to question an organisation’s 
true accountability. This vulnerability underscores that NGOs cannot rely solely on 
historical trust advantages; they must continually reaffirm their legitimacy through 
transparency, cultural responsiveness, and ethical practice.

6. Discussion 
The analysis demonstrates that legitimacy and trust, while mutually reinforcing, are deeply 
vulnerable to organisational failures, political manipulation, and shifting stakeholder 
expectations. NGOs operate in complex environments where donors may demand 
quantifiable impact, communities insist on meaningful participation, and governments 
enforce legal compliance or political neutrality. Balancing these competing interests requires 
sensitivity to context and an ability to integrate multiple legitimacy sources—moral, 
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pragmatic, representational, cognitive, and epistemic—without sacrificing organisational 
identity or values.
To sustain trust, NGOs must adopt adaptive accountability strategies that meet donor 
expectations without neglecting community relationships. Rigid or overly technical 
reporting frameworks risk reinforcing power imbalances and diminishing grassroots trust. 
Conversely, organisations that focus exclusively on community engagement may struggle to 
secure donor resources or maintain regulatory compliance. Therefore, NGOs must cultivate 
a holistic approach that treats trust-building as an ongoing organisational process, informed 
by ethical clarity, transparent communication, and cultural awareness.

7. Conclusion 
Trust is the lifeblood of non-profit legitimacy, shaping every aspect of organisational 
functioning—from fundraising and partnerships to public perception and political support. 
Yet trust remains inherently fragile, susceptible to external pressures, internal mistakes, and 
changing socio-political landscapes. Sustaining trust requires NGOs to balance 
accountability with accessibility, donor expectations with community needs, and 
transparency with meaningful engagement. As the sector confronts new challenges—
including digital misinformation, populist narratives, and heightened scrutiny—trust-
building must become an intentional, continuous practice.
For scholars, the relationship between legitimacy and trust presents fertile ground for future 
research, particularly in understanding how digital communication, political regimes, and 
cultural dynamics mediate trust formation. For practitioners, the findings highlight the 
importance of ethical consistency, humility, and responsiveness as foundations for credible 
civil society action. Ultimately, NGOs that invest in long-term trust-building not only 
strengthen their legitimacy but also enhance their capacity to contribute to transformative 
social change.
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