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Abstract 
Legitimacy is the foundation of credibility for non-profit organisations, shaping their ability 
to secure resources, gain public trust, and influence policy. Unlike accountability, which is 
largely procedural, legitimacy encompasses broader social recognition and normative 
acceptance. This article examines the principal sources of legitimacy for non-profits: legal, 
moral, representational, and epistemic, as well as the balance between input and output 
legitimacy. Legal legitimacy provides formal recognition through compliance with 
regulatory frameworks, yet it is insufficient to ensure societal trust. Moral legitimacy arises 
from ethical conduct and alignment with societal values, while representational legitimacy 
depends on authentic advocacy and participatory engagement with communities. Epistemic 
legitimacy is derived from expertise and knowledge production, though it risks creating 
distance from grassroots realities. The input–output distinction underscores the tension 
between inclusiveness and performance, requiring careful navigation to avoid alienating 
either communities or donors. By synthesising these dimensions, the article demonstrates 
that legitimacy is a multidimensional and negotiated construct. It argues that sustaining 
legitimacy requires continuous balancing of external expectations with internal 
commitments, technical expertise with cultural resonance, and donor requirements with 
participatory processes. This multidimensional understanding offers both scholars and 
practitioners critical insights into how NGOs secure enduring credibility in complex 
environments.
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1. Introduction 
The survival, influence, and effectiveness of non-profit organisations depend significantly on 
legitimacy—an intangible yet powerful resource that shapes how NGOs are viewed by 
governments, donors, and the public. While resources, technical capacity, and organisational 
structure matter, none of these factors can substitute for legitimacy. Organisations with weak 
legitimacy often struggle to gain access to policymaking arenas, attract volunteers, or 
compete for donor funding, even when their programs demonstrate strong performance. 
Legitimacy thus functions as a precondition for organisational action: it signals to 
stakeholders that an organisation’s mission, methods, and presence within society are 
justified and trustworthy.
Legal registration or donor compliance frameworks provide a starting point, but these forms 
of recognition do not fully capture how stakeholders perceive an organisation. Communities 
may distrust NGOs that are legally registered but misaligned with local values or lacking 
cultural embeddedness. Governments may question organisations that enjoy strong 
community support but operate outside regulatory norms. The purpose of this article is to 
unpack the multiple sources of legitimacy and show how they interact, overlap, and 
occasionally conflict. By doing so, it fills a significant gap in NGO scholarship, where 
legitimacy is often treated implicitly rather than analysed as its own theoretical construct. 
Understanding these sources enables both scholars and practitioners to identify the 
strengths, vulnerabilities, and opportunities associated with different forms of legitimacy.

2. Legal Legitimacy 
Legal legitimacy forms the most basic foundation of organisational credibility. When a non-
profit registers with state authorities, adheres to regulatory frameworks, and operates within 
established legal boundaries, it signals predictability, professionalism, and compliance. This 
recognition is crucial for accessing official channels such as public funding, tax exemptions, 
government partnerships, or formal participation in policy consultations. Scholars such as 
Salamon (2012) and Ebrahim (2003) emphasise that legal recognition is often a prerequisite 
for visibility and operational continuity.
However, legal compliance does not automatically translate into societal trust. In many 
regions, particularly in parts of Africa, Latin America, and Asia, legal frameworks may be 
outdated, politicised, or disconnected from local realities. NGOs may satisfy all statutory 
requirements yet remain viewed as foreign, elitist, or unaccountable by the communities 
they aim to serve (Hilhorst, 2003). Furthermore, authoritarian governments may use 
restrictive laws—such as “foreign agent” designations—to delegitimise organisations 
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despite their legal status. These dynamics illustrate that legal legitimacy, while necessary, is 
rarely sufficient on its own; it must be complemented by ethical, representational, and 
relational foundations.

3. Moral Legitimacy 
Moral legitimacy rests on ethical conduct, mission fidelity, and alignment with societal 
norms and values. Stakeholders evaluate not only what an organisation does but also how it 
behaves. Transparency, fairness, respect, and commitment to social justice are essential 
elements that shape moral credibility. For many NGOs, especially those working in human 
rights, humanitarian aid, or advocacy, moral legitimacy is their strongest asset. It is built 
through demonstrable integrity and consistency between stated values and organisational 
actions (Suchman, 1995).
Yet moral legitimacy is fragile. Even a single scandal involving corruption, misconduct, or 
unethical behaviour can severely damage public trust. In culturally diverse environments, 
moral legitimacy is also contested: practices that are celebrated by international donors may 
contradict local traditions or social structures. For example, gender equality initiatives may 
be embraced by donors but viewed with suspicion in conservative communities. 
Additionally, when organisations claim moral authority but fail to involve local actors 
meaningfully, they risk accusations of hypocrisy or colonial paternalism (Choudry, 2015). 
Moral legitimacy thus requires not only ethical practices but also sensitivity to cultural 
diversity and political context.

4. Representational Legitimacy 
Representational legitimacy is derived from the perception that an organisation truly 
represents, reflects, and advocates for the interests of its constituencies. When communities 
believe that an NGO speaks for them, includes them in decision-making, and respects their 
autonomy, representational legitimacy grows. Mechanisms such as community 
consultations, participatory governance structures, advisory councils, and co-creation 
practices are powerful tools for strengthening this form of legitimacy (Jad, 2013).
However, representational legitimacy is difficult to maintain. Superficial or symbolic 
participation—such as consulting communities only to satisfy donor requirements—can 
undermine trust and be perceived as extractive or manipulative. Some NGOs unintentionally 
reproduce hierarchies by privileging donor expectations over community voices, creating a 
gap between representation claims and lived experience (Hilhorst, 2003). Furthermore, 
diverse communities rarely have a single unified voice; NGOs must navigate internal 
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disagreements, gender dynamics, generational divides, and political tensions. Authentic 
representation therefore requires sustained, inclusive, and respectful engagement—not just 
procedural compliance but relational depth.

5. Epistemic Legitimacy 
Epistemic legitimacy stems from expertise, evidence-based practice, and knowledge 
production. NGOs with strong research capacity, technical competence, and documented 
impact often gain authority in policy debates and donor circles. Their ability to analyse data, 
produce rigorous evaluations, and generate innovative solutions reinforces their credibility 
(Edwards & Hulme, 1996). Epistemic legitimacy is particularly influential at the 
international level, where expertise often substitutes for local embeddedness.
Nonetheless, epistemic legitimacy has limitations. When organisations rely heavily on 
technical expertise, they may appear distant, elitist, or disconnected from grassroots 
realities. This is especially problematic when experts come from outside the community, 
bringing assumptions or frameworks that do not align with local knowledge systems 
(Ebrahim, 2003). Overreliance on expertise can also reinforce power imbalances between 
international NGOs and local actors, leading to dependency rather than empowerment. 
Thus, while expertise strengthens influence, it must be balanced with cultural sensitivity and 
meaningful participation.

6. Input and Output Legitimacy 
Input legitimacy emphasises participation, inclusiveness, and procedural fairness. It reflects 
the degree to which stakeholders—especially communities—are involved in shaping 
organisational priorities and decisions. This form of legitimacy aligns closely with 
democratic values and participatory approaches, reinforcing trust and ownership (Schmitter, 
2004). Non-profits with strong input legitimacy often demonstrate deep community ties and 
long-term relational engagement.
Output legitimacy, in contrast, is derived from performance and results. Donors, 
policymakers, and the general public expect NGOs to demonstrate measurable outcomes, 
efficiency, and tangible impact. Performance metrics, evaluation frameworks, and 
accountability systems are central to this form of legitimacy. Strong output legitimacy 
strengthens donor confidence and enhances organisational reputation.
However, the need to balance input and output legitimacy generates tension. Donors may 
prioritise short-term measurable results, while communities may value slower, relationship-
based processes. Excessive focus on outputs can overshadow participatory engagement, 
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leading to mission drift or loss of community trust. Conversely, participation-heavy 
approaches may be viewed as inefficient or unscalable by donors. The challenge for NGOs 
is to navigate these competing expectations in ways that preserve both performance 
credibility and relational legitimacy.

7. Discussion 
Taken together, the sources of legitimacy reveal a highly interdependent and context-
sensitive ecosystem. Legal frameworks create the conditions for formal recognition but do 
not substitute for ethical behaviour or cultural embeddedness. Moral legitimacy strengthens 
credibility but can be undermined if organisations impose external values or fail to act 
consistently. Representational legitimacy fosters trust and ownership but requires genuine 
participation to avoid perceptions of tokenism. Epistemic legitimacy enhances influence but 
risks elitism if not balanced with local knowledge. Finally, input–output legitimacy tensions 
highlight the difficulty of meeting donor demands while remaining community-centred.
For scholars, these dynamics demonstrate the need to move beyond one-dimensional 
definitions of legitimacy. Academic debates must address how legitimacy is not only granted 
but also contested, negotiated, and performed in real-world settings. For practitioners, 
understanding the multidimensional nature of legitimacy provides a roadmap for 
organisational strategy: credibility must be cultivated through sustained relational 
engagement, cultural competence, ethical practice, and balanced performance.

8. Conclusion 
Legitimacy for non-profit organisations emerges from multiple sources, each contributing 
uniquely to organisational credibility, trust, and influence. Legal, moral, representational, 
epistemic, and participatory–performance dimensions create a complex constellation of 
expectations that NGOs must navigate. None of these sources alone can sustain legitimacy; 
rather, it is the balance among them that enables organisations to remain resilient in diverse 
and contested environments.
Sustaining legitimacy requires navigating tensions between inclusiveness and efficiency, 
external compliance and internal values, technical authority and cultural resonance. A 
multidimensional approach equips NGOs with the flexibility and integrity needed to adapt 
to changing political landscapes, donor priorities, and community expectations. For 
academics, this synthesis provides a conceptual foundation for advancing legitimacy 
scholarship. For practitioners, it offers practical guidance for cultivating trust in ways that 
strengthen operational effectiveness and long-term societal acceptance.
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