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Abstract 
Legitimacy is a critical yet underexplored dimension of non-profit effectiveness and 
survival. Unlike accountability, which emphasizes compliance and reporting mechanisms, 
legitimacy represents a socially conferred perception that an organisation is appropriate, 
credible, and deserving of support. This article analyses legitimacy as a multidimensional 
construct shaped by institutional alignment, cultural resonance, and political context. 
Drawing on institutional theory, civil society scholarship, and critical perspectives, it 
examines how non-profits negotiate legitimacy in diverse settings, including democratic and 
authoritarian regimes, the Global North and South, and contested civic spaces. The 
discussion highlights the tension between accountability and legitimacy, illustrating that 
procedural compliance alone cannot guarantee societal acceptance or trust. Legitimacy is 
earned through ethical positioning, relational trust, and ongoing negotiation with 
stakeholders, including governments, donors, and communities. By situating legitimacy at 
the centre of NGO scholarship, this article provides a framework for understanding its 
sources, threats, and strategies. It offers academics a conceptual reorientation and 
practitioners practical insights for sustaining credibility and resilience in complex and 
uncertain environments.
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1. Introduction 
Legitimacy constitutes a fundamental condition for the survival, influence, and effectiveness 
of non-profit organisations. Non-profits operate in environments where power is not derived 
from market competition or formal political authority but from social recognition of their 
right to act. Legitimacy is therefore a permission structure granted by society — a collective 
endorsement that enables NGOs to mobilise resources, attract volunteers, maintain donor 
confidence, and gain access to government institutions and local communities. Without such 
recognition, even well-funded or technically capable organisations may face operational 
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barriers, scepticism, or outright hostility from stakeholders who question their intentions or 
authenticity (Suchman, 1995). In this sense, legitimacy is as vital as funding or 
organisational capacity, especially in contexts shaped by fragility, political repression, or 
intense competition for donor resources.
Despite its importance, legitimacy remains understudied compared to accountability. The 
scholarly focus on accountability — with its emphasis on reporting, transparency, 
monitoring, and compliance — has overshadowed deeper questions about how non-profits 
become socially accepted and trusted. Yet accountability, while necessary, does not 
automatically produce legitimacy. An organisation may comply with regulatory standards, 
publish detailed financial reports, and adopt robust governance structures, but still fail to 
resonate with communities or be viewed as credible. This article therefore repositions 
legitimacy as an analytical centrepiece, arguing that resilience, sustainability, and long-term 
influence depend on how well organisations align with societal values, respond to 
stakeholder expectations, and demonstrate ethical and cultural competence.

2. Context and Background 
Institutional theory provides a foundational lens for understanding legitimacy. Meyer and 
Rowan (1977) argue that organisations adopt institutionalised norms, structures, and 
symbolic practices not simply for efficiency but to gain acceptance from their social 
environment. For NGOs, this means alignment with widely recognised standards of 
professionalism, transparency, rights-based practice, or humanitarian principles. Such 
alignment allows organisations to project rationality and credibility, even when institutional 
rituals — annual reports, evaluation frameworks, strategic plans — serve symbolic 
functions rather than directly improving performance. This dynamic highlights that 
legitimacy is often a matter of meeting societal expectations rather than demonstrating 
measurable outcomes.
A second critical distinction lies between legitimacy and accountability. While often used 
interchangeably, they serve different functions. Accountability refers to mechanisms of 
reporting, compliance, and answerability to donors, regulators, and beneficiaries (Ebrahim, 
2003). Legitimacy, however, concerns broader perceptions of appropriateness and moral 
credibility. It is about whether stakeholders believe the organisation’s goals are justified, 
whether its values align with community norms, and whether its presence is welcomed 
rather than contested (Hilhorst, 2003). Importantly, accountability can be institutionalised 
through laws or audits, but legitimacy cannot be mandated; it must be continuously earned 
and maintained. This distinction explains why some NGOs with strong compliance systems 
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still struggle to gain public trust, while others embedded in communities can withstand 
bureaucratic or political pressures despite limited formal reporting capacity.

3. Core Dimensions of Legitimacy 

3.1 Normative and Ethical Positioning
Normative legitimacy rests on alignment with societal values, perceived mission fidelity, 
and adherence to ethical standards. Non-profits often derive credibility from their moral 
authority — the belief that they act on behalf of marginalised groups, promote public 
welfare, or defend universal principles such as human rights or environmental justice. When 
organisations behave ethically, communicate clearly, and demonstrate consistency between 
mission and action, they reinforce their moral legitimacy. Conversely, scandals, staff 
misconduct, opaque financial practices, or mission drift can rapidly erode public trust, 
particularly in sectors where moral authority is central to identity.
Ethical positioning also involves cultural sensitivity and value alignment. NGOs operating 
across diverse cultural environments must adapt their practices to local norms while 
maintaining universal principles. For instance, what counts as “ethical advocacy” or 
“appropriate intervention” may vary across societies. Organisations that fail to understand 
cultural expectations risk appearing paternalistic or externally imposed. Thus, normative 
legitimacy requires navigating ethical universals and contextual moral landscapes 
simultaneously — a challenge that demands reflexivity, humility, and local engagement.

3.2 Relational Trust
Relational legitimacy emerges through trust-building processes that unfold over time. Trust 
depends on an organisation’s ability to demonstrate reliability, transparency, and 
responsiveness to stakeholders. Donors may focus on financial stewardship, governments on 
political neutrality and legal compliance, while communities prioritise respect, inclusion, 
and tangible benefits. Building trust therefore requires differentiated strategies for different 
audiences.
Transparency, one of the most widely promoted mechanisms for trust-building, is necessary 
but insufficient. Publishing financial reports or evaluation data can satisfy donors but may 
mean little to community members whose trust depends on interpersonal relationships, 
cultural fluency, and participatory engagement. Relational trust also involves emotional and 
symbolic dimensions — empathy, solidarity, presence — which cannot be bureaucratised. 
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NGOs that cultivate long-term partnerships and demonstrate everyday accountability to 
communities tend to sustain legitimacy even in crises.

3.3 Cultural and Political Resonance
Cultural legitimacy derives from an organisation’s embeddedness in local histories, 
identities, and social structures. NGOs perceived as “of the community” rather than “for the 
community” are more likely to be trusted. This embeddedness influences whether 
stakeholders view an organisation as authentic or external, as representing local needs or 
outsider agendas. INGOs, for example, may possess technical expertise and enjoy donor 
support but struggle with cultural legitimacy, especially when their frameworks conflict with 
local norms or when communities perceive interventions as foreign.
Political resonance, similarly, shapes legitimacy in environments where civil society is 
contested. In authoritarian contexts, governments often frame NGOs as threats to 
sovereignty or “foreign agents” (Jad, 2013). In such settings, legitimacy is not derived from 
formal state approval but through quiet, relational trust within communities. Conversely, in 
democratic regimes, legitimacy is often tied to transparency, accountability, and public 
opinion. Understanding these political logics is essential for NGOs seeking to navigate 
complex regulatory environments while maintaining credibility.

4. Case Illustrations 
Legitimacy challenges manifest differently depending on geography, organisational type, 
and political context. Local NGOs in the Global South often derive legitimacy from their 
proximity to communities, shared cultural identity, and historical embeddedness. Their 
moral and representational legitimacy tends to be strong, as stakeholders perceive them as 
authentic actors. However, they also face vulnerabilities: donor-driven priorities may 
pressure them to shift away from local needs, threatening grassroots trust. Limited funding 
and administrative capacity can also undermine their perceived professionalism, even when 
community relationships remain strong.
International NGOs (INGOs), by contrast, typically possess greater financial resources, 
technical expertise, and global networks. These strengths support their epistemic legitimacy 
— they are recognised as experts capable of delivering high-quality services or influencing 
policy. Yet, INGOs often confront criticism for being detached from local realities, overly 
professionalised, or driven by donor agendas rather than community priorities. In 
authoritarian regimes, INGOs face additional challenges as governments may question their 
political intentions or portray them as agents of foreign influence. Navigating these 
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environments requires INGOs to balance compliance with state expectations and 
accountability to communities.
Civil society organisations in democratic environments also face legitimacy pressures, 
including accusations of elitism, inefficiency, or lack of transparency. Public trust may 
decline when NGOs appear to prioritise institutional survival over mission-driven action, or 
when scandals emerge. These varied cases highlight that legitimacy is not a universal 
condition but a negotiated, context-dependent process shaped by cultural, political, and 
relational dynamics.

5. Discussion 
The relationship between legitimacy and accountability reveals a central paradox. 
Accountability mechanisms — audits, reporting systems, evaluations — ensure compliance 
but do not automatically generate public trust or ethical credibility. NGOs may meet donor 
requirements while alienating the communities they serve if their practices appear 
bureaucratic, disconnected, or externally imposed. Overemphasising accountability can also 
create unintended consequences, such as mission drift, where organisations adjust their 
goals to satisfy donors rather than community needs. This dynamic underscores that 
accountability is necessary but not sufficient for legitimacy.
Conversely, organisations that prioritise relational trust and cultural embeddedness may 
sustain legitimacy even in the absence of highly developed formal reporting systems. For 
example, local NGOs operating in informal settlements or rural communities often rely on 
interpersonal ties, shared identities, and long-term presence to maintain credibility. These 
relational practices can be more influential in sustaining legitimacy than formal compliance, 
particularly in contexts where trust in state institutions is low.
For scholars, this suggests the need to analytically disentangle legitimacy from 
accountability and treat it as an independent construct. For practitioners, it highlights the 
importance of strategies that integrate transparency with ethical positioning, community 
engagement, and cultural resonance. NGOs that succeed in balancing these dimensions are 
better positioned to withstand political pressure, maintain donor confidence, and cultivate 
long-term public trust.

6. Conclusion 
Legitimacy is the foundation upon which non-profits sustain survival, influence, and 
effectiveness. It cannot be granted solely through legal status, donor recognition, or 
compliance mechanisms, but must be continuously earned through trust, ethical integrity, 
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and cultural alignment. As societies become more polarised, political environments more 
restrictive, and donor expectations more complex, legitimacy emerges as the decisive 
condition for organisational resilience.
For scholars, this article calls for deeper inquiry into legitimacy as a multidimensional and 
dynamic construct shaped by institutional, cultural, and political contexts. For practitioners, 
it offers concrete insights into how legitimacy can be cultivated through ethical positioning, 
participatory practices, relational trust-building, and culturally grounded engagement. By 
foregrounding legitimacy, non-profits can navigate uncertainty, strengthen resilience, and 
maintain credibility in an increasingly contested world.
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