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Abstract 
Legitimacy in non-profit organisations is not universal but shaped by organisational type, 
political regime, and cultural context. This article examines variations in legitimacy across 
international NGOs (INGOs), local NGOs, democratic and authoritarian regimes, Global 
North and South contexts, and distinct regional environments. INGOs often derive 
epistemic legitimacy from expertise and donor access, but they are vulnerable to critiques of 
paternalism and weak community representation. Local NGOs enjoy stronger moral and 
representational legitimacy through cultural embeddedness and community proximity, but 
they face structural fragility and donor dependency. Political regimes strongly condition 
legitimacy: democracies provide civic freedoms but impose strict accountability demands, 
while authoritarian regimes constrain legal legitimacy, forcing NGOs to rely on grassroots 
trust. Global South perspectives highlight tensions between donor-driven output legitimacy 
and community-defined input legitimacy, creating a persistent legitimacy gap. Regional case 
studies illustrate context-specific legitimacy sources—from grassroots democracy 
movements in Latin America, to service provision in Sub-Saharan Africa, contested 
activism in South Asia, and scepticism in Eastern Europe. By synthesising these variations, 
this article demonstrates that legitimacy is highly contingent, requiring NGOs to balance 
global norms with local realities. For scholars, this underscores the relational and political 
nature of legitimacy; for practitioners, it highlights the necessity of context-sensitive 
strategies for sustaining credibility.
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1. Introduction 
Legitimacy is a vital yet context-dependent condition for non-profit organisations. While it 
provides the foundation for credibility, resource mobilisation, and societal trust, it is not 
uniformly constructed across settings. Organisational type, regime structure, and regional 
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context all influence how NGOs are perceived and evaluated. This article explores these 
variations, focusing on the distinctions between international and local NGOs, the effects of 
political regime type, the Global South legitimacy gap, and regional dynamics that shape the 
sources and threats to credibility.

2. Organisational Contrasts: INGOs and Local NGOs 
International NGOs often enjoy epistemic legitimacy based on global expertise, technical 
capacity, and access to donor networks (Cooley & Ron, 2002). These strengths bolster their 
credibility at transnational levels but weaken representational legitimacy, reinforcing 
critiques of donor-driven paternalism.
Local NGOs, by contrast, derive legitimacy from cultural embeddedness, moral alignment, 
and representational authenticity. Their proximity to communities fosters trust and perceived 
authenticity but exposes them to financial instability and weaker institutional capacity 
(Banks et al., 2015). This divergence highlights sector-wide accountability gaps: INGOs 
remain donor-oriented, while local NGOs are primarily accountable to communities, 
creating tensions between external recognition and local acceptance (Edwards & Hulme, 
1996).

3. Political Regimes and Legitimacy 
Democratic regimes provide a regulatory environment that grants NGOs legal recognition 
and civic freedoms, enabling participation in policy dialogue. However, legitimacy in such 
contexts depends heavily on transparency and accountability as conditions of public trust 
(Salamon, 2012).
Authoritarian regimes pose more acute challenges. NGOs often operate under surveillance, 
restrictive laws, and “foreign agent” designations that undermine legal legitimacy 
(Carothers & Brechenmacher, 2014). In these contexts, legitimacy is derived less from 
formal recognition than from trust cultivated at the community level and careful negotiation 
of state-imposed constraints (Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2015).

4. The Global South Legitimacy Gap 
Global South perspectives complicate dominant legitimacy frameworks by exposing the 
tension between donor standards and community expectations. Donor frameworks often 
prioritise output legitimacy—measurable results, efficiency, and impact—while 
communities value input legitimacy—participation, fairness, and inclusiveness (Schmitter, 
2004).
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This misalignment creates a legitimacy gap, where NGOs may be considered credible by 
donors but lack community trust, or vice versa (Banks et al., 2015). Closing this gap 
requires participatory governance, respect for local epistemologies, and recognition of 
cultural definitions of legitimacy (Hilhorst, 2003; Jad, 2013).

5. Regional Variations in Legitimacy 
Regional contexts further illustrate the diversity of legitimacy:

• Latin America: NGOs often draw legitimacy from links to grassroots social 
movements and their role in defending democracy against authoritarian legacies 
(Alvarez, 2009).

• Sub-Saharan Africa: NGOs gain credibility primarily through service delivery, 
filling gaps left by weak states. Yet dependence on donors challenges long-term 
sustainability (Brass, 2016).

• South Asia: Legitimacy is contested between service delivery and activism, with 
governments often restricting NGOs seen as politically oppositional (Sharma, 2006).

• Eastern Europe and post-Soviet states: NGOs face delegitimisation due to 
associations with foreign donors and Western agendas, raising questions of 
authenticity (Henderson, 2002).

These regional cases underscore the importance of history, politics, and cultural 
embeddedness in shaping legitimacy.

6. Discussion 
Legitimacy in non-profit organisations cannot be understood through a single universal 
framework. Organisational type, political regime, and regional history all interact to shape 
the sources, threats, and sustainability of credibility. INGOs must reconcile epistemic 
legitimacy with representational gaps, while local NGOs must balance community trust with 
donor dependence. Democratic regimes condition legitimacy through transparency and 
accountability, while authoritarian regimes constrain it through legal repression. Global 
South contexts reveal a persistent legitimacy gap between donor standards and community 
expectations. Regional variations further highlight the embedded, political, and contested 
nature of legitimacy.

7. Conclusion 
Legitimacy is a dynamic and context-sensitive resource that shapes the credibility and 
sustainability of non-profit organisations. Organisational differences, regime structures, and 
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regional histories all influence how legitimacy is constructed and maintained. INGOs and 
local NGOs face distinct challenges, while political regimes and donor frameworks impose 
competing legitimacy demands. Sustainable credibility requires NGOs to adopt context-
sensitive strategies, balancing donor accountability with community engagement and 
aligning global expertise with local authenticity. For scholars, these findings underline the 
need for comparative research into legitimacy. For practitioners, they provide guidance for 
navigating complex legitimacy landscapes across varied political and cultural contexts.
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