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Abstract
Legitimacy is a critical yet elusive construct for non-profit organisations. Rooted in

perception and social judgment, it resists reduction to simple metrics. This article explores
the methodological challenges of assessing legitimacy and reviews three principal
approaches: direct measures, proxy indicators, and methodological pluralism. Direct
measures, such as surveys and polls, capture public trust and stakeholder perceptions, but
are sensitive to framing, sampling, and context. Proxy measures —including donor funding,
policy access, and media coverage—offer indirect signals but risk privileging elite
endorsement over grassroots acceptance. Methodological pluralism, which combines
qualitative and quantitative approaches, provides the most robust framework, balancing
perception-based data with observable indicators and discourse analysis. The article argues
that no single metric can fully capture legitimacy, as it is multidimensional, contested, and
context-dependent. Effective measurement therefore requires triangulation, reflexivity, and
critical awareness of power relations shaping legitimacy claims. For scholars, this
underscores the need for nuanced, multi-method research designs. For practitioners, it
highlights the importance of distinguishing between donor recognition, elite approval, and
community trust, ensuring that legitimacy assessments reflect both external expectations and

local realities.
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1. Introduction
Legitimacy is central to non-profit credibility, yet its measurement remains conceptually and

methodologically difficult. Unlike efficiency or financial performance, legitimacy is socially
constructed, grounded in perceptions of appropriateness, trustworthiness, and alignment
with societal norms (Suchman, 1995). This makes it resistant to quantification and
vulnerable to misinterpretation. This article examines how legitimacy can be measured,
evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches, and highlights strategies for

integrating multiple methods to capture its complexity.
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2. Direct Measures of Legitimacy
Surveys and opinion polls represent the most straightforward measures of legitimacy. Public

trust surveys assess whether NGOs are viewed as necessary and credible societal actors
(Hansmann, 1987; Schofer & Longhofer, 2011). Stakeholder-specific surveys allow for
differentiation across donors, governments, and communities, providing insight into
divergent perceptions. However, the reliability of such data depends heavily on
methodological design. Sampling strategies, question framing, and cultural context

significantly shape findings, limiting comparability across settings.

3. Proxy Measures
Legitimacy is often inferred from proxies such as donor funding, policy access, and media

coverage. Donor support is widely interpreted as evidence of organisational credibility
(Barman, 2007). Policy access, indicated by an NGO’s involvement in decision-making
forums, signals elite recognition and authority (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). Media coverage,
particularly positive reporting, reinforces legitimacy, while scandals or negative narratives
rapidly erode it (Stroup & Wong, 2017). Yet proxies are limited: they frequently reflect elite
power relations, resource dependence, or donor agendas, rather than broad-based societal

acceptance.

4. Methodological Pluralism
Methodological pluralism offers the most comprehensive approach to measuring legitimacy.

Qualitative tools such as interviews, focus groups, and discourse analysis reveal how
legitimacy is constructed through narratives and symbolic practices (Hilhorst, 2003).
Quantitative approaches—including trust indices, structured surveys, and cross-national
datasets—enable systematic comparison across contexts (Schofer & Longhofer, 2011).
Triangulation across these methods mitigates bias and acknowledges the contested, dynamic

nature of legitimacy.

5. Limitations and Challenges
Prevailing measurement practices often privilege external recognition over grassroots trust.

Donor funding may signal elite approval but obscure community disconnection (Banks et
al., 2015). Policy access may reflect co-optation more than legitimacy, while media
coverage is susceptible to political manipulation. These limitations underscore the need for

humility and reflexivity in assessing legitimacy. Measurement must remain context-sensitive
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and critically aware of the cultural, political, and social dynamics shaping stakeholder

perceptions.

6. Discussion
The analysis suggests that legitimacy should be measured as a multidimensional, relational

construct. Direct surveys provide useful insights but are incomplete; proxies offer indirect
evidence but risk misrepresentation; and methodological pluralism provides the strongest
foundation for understanding legitimacy as both perception and practice. For scholars, this
calls for nuanced designs that integrate multiple methods and account for power
asymmetries. For practitioners, it highlights the importance of distinguishing between donor

recognition, policy access, and authentic community trust.

7. Conclusion
Legitimacy cannot be reduced to a single metric. It is context-dependent, multidimensional,

and continuously contested. Effective measurement requires combining qualitative and
quantitative approaches, triangulating evidence, and maintaining reflexivity regarding power
relations and cultural variation. For academics, this enriches theoretical and methodological
debates on legitimacy. For practitioners, it ensures that assessments of credibility move
beyond donor recognition to capture community trust and stakeholder engagement, thereby

aligning measurement practices with the realities of legitimacy in diverse environments.
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