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Abstract

Legitimacy is not a static attribute of non-profit organisations but a dynamic process that
requires continuous cultivation through stakeholder engagement, transparent
communication, ethical governance, and adaptive strategies. This article explores the core
mechanisms by which NGOs can build and sustain legitimacy in diverse and contested
environments. Participatory governance provides a foundation for moral and
representational legitimacy by embedding inclusiveness and responsiveness into decision-
making. Effective communication strategies—combining storytelling with empirical
evidence—strengthen both moral and epistemic legitimacy while avoiding the risks of
superficial branding. Ethical organisational culture reinforces credibility by integrating
accountability and integrity into daily practice. Adaptive legitimacy management highlights
the necessity of tailoring strategies to the diverse expectations of donors, governments, and
communities, while ensuring consistency to preserve authenticity. Finally, crisis
communication strategies demonstrate that legitimacy can be rebuilt after scandals through
transparency, responsibility, and corrective action. Taken together, these strategies
underscore that legitimacy is both socially conferred and strategically managed. For
scholars, this analysis enriches theoretical understandings of legitimacy as a negotiated
process. For practitioners, it provides a roadmap for integrating participatory,

communicative, and ethical practices that sustain trust and credibility over time.

Keywords
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culture; crisis management

1. Introduction
Non-profit organisations depend on legitimacy as their central resource for credibility, trust,
and survival. Unlike commercial firms that can rely on market transactions, NGOs operate
in spaces where their authority rests on public recognition that they pursue a genuine social

mission, use resources responsibly, and respect the rights and voices of the communities
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they serve. When organisations are perceived as legitimate, stakeholders are more willing to
provide funding, share information, participate in programmes, and support advocacy
efforts. Legitimacy therefore underpins not only day-to-day operations but also the ability to
achieve long-term impact, influence policy, and navigate uncertainties in volatile political or
economic environments.

At the same time, legitimacy cannot be assumed or treated as a fixed asset. It can be eroded
by scandals, mission drift, political backlash, or simple neglect of relationships with key
stakeholders. Conversely, it can be strengthened through deliberate strategies that
foreground participation, communication, ethics, and adaptability. This article focuses on
proactive strategies for building and sustaining legitimacy rather than on threats alone. By
examining participatory governance, communication of mission and impact, ethical
organisational culture, adaptive legitimacy management, and crisis communication and
recovery, it outlines how NGOs can institutionalise practices that continuously reinforce
their credibility. The analysis speaks both to scholars interested in legitimacy as a dynamic
process and to practitioners seeking concrete approaches for embedding legitimacy in

organisational practice.

2. Participatory Governance

One of the most effective strategies for sustaining legitimacy is participatory governance.
Mechanisms such as community consultations, advisory boards, participatory needs
assessments, and co-creation processes signal inclusiveness and responsiveness (Cornwall,
2008). Rather than designing projects solely in response to donor calls or expert
assessments, NGOs invite community members, grassroots organisations, and other
stakeholders into decision-making spaces. This can occur through formal governance
structures—such as community representatives on boards or steering committees—or
through regular, structured dialogues that shape priorities, methodologies, and evaluation
criteria. By embedding participation into decision-making, NGOs reinforce input legitimacy
and demonstrate that they are accountable not only upward to donors but also downward
and horizontally to those they serve (Edwards, 2014).

Participation strengthens moral and representational legitimacy by embedding organisations
within the communities they serve and creating stronger bonds of trust and accountability
(Hilhorst, 2003). When people see their perspectives reflected in programme design and
governance, they are more likely to perceive the organisation as “one of us” rather than as
an external actor. This sense of ownership can increase programme relevance, improve
uptake of services, and foster resilience during crises or periods of political pressure. At the
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same time, participatory governance is resource-intensive and can be reduced to tokenistic
practices if not supported by genuine power-sharing. For participation to reinforce
legitimacy, it must go beyond one-off consultations and become part of the organisation’s

normal way of making decisions, allocating resources, and evaluating success.

3. Communication of Mission and Impact

Legitimacy is also shaped by how organisations communicate their mission and outcomes.
NGOs operate in crowded information environments where multiple actors claim to
represent public interests. Clear, consistent, and accessible communication helps
stakeholders understand what the organisation stands for, whom it serves, and what
difference it makes. NGOs that effectively combine qualitative storytelling with quantitative
impact data are more likely to sustain trust among both donors and communities (Ebrahim
& Rangan, 2014). Storytelling—through case studies, testimonies, and narratives —makes
abstract missions tangible and highlights human experiences, values, and relationships. It
supports moral legitimacy by showing that the organisation recognises the dignity,
complexity, and agency of the people involved.

At the same time, credible communication requires empirical evidence. Quantitative data on
outcomes, reach, and cost-effectiveness enhance epistemic legitimacy and performance
credibility (O’Neil, 2002). Donors and policymakers often rely on such evidence to justify
resource allocation and policy support. The challenge lies in balancing these two
dimensions. Overemphasis on branding or marketing can create perceptions of superficiality
or self-promotion, especially if communication focuses more on image than on substance
(Kapoor, 2013). Conversely, highly technical reporting that is inaccessible to communities
can alienate those most affected by programmes. Transparent and balanced communication
strategies—using clear language, disaggregated data, and channels tailored to different

audiences —are therefore central to credibility.

4. Ethical Organisational Culture
Beyond formal compliance, legitimacy requires a deeper organisational culture of ethics and
accountability. Codes of conduct, safeguarding policies, anti-corruption procedures, and
internal audits are necessary tools, but they must be supported by everyday practices and
norms. This includes regular staff training, safe mechanisms for whistleblowing, and
leadership role modelling that visibly prioritises integrity over short-term gains (Brown &
Moore, 2001). When leaders respond firmly to ethical breaches, encourage critical
reflection, and reward transparency, they signal that values are non-negotiable. This
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strengthens internal trust and makes it more likely that staff will raise concerns before they
escalate into scandals.

By integrating integrity into organisational identity, NGOs demonstrate resilience against
mission drift and reinforce that ethical values guide both governance and practice (Najam,
1996). A values-driven culture helps staff navigate dilemmas such as trade-offs between
donor requirements and community priorities or pressures to inflate impact data. It also
shapes how the organisation interacts with partners, governments, and contractors,
influencing whether it reproduces or challenges harmful practices. When ethical culture is
strong, legitimacy is generated internally —through alignment between values, decisions,
and behaviour—rather than being imposed externally through regulation alone. This internal
foundation makes external accountability measures more effective, because they are rooted

in genuine commitment rather than in fear of sanctions.

5. Adaptive Legitimacy Management

NGOs rarely operate in homogeneous environments. Donors may prioritise measurable
outcomes and standardised reporting; governments may emphasise legal compliance,
political alignment, or security concerns; communities may value inclusivity, fairness, and
long-term presence. Adaptive legitimacy management recognises that different stakeholders
apply different legitimacy criteria and that strategies must be tailored accordingly
(Suchman, 1995). For example, an organisation might develop rigorous monitoring
frameworks to satisfy donor expectations while also creating participatory spaces to ensure
community ownership. It might translate technical reports into accessible formats, or adjust
its advocacy tone depending on political sensitivities without abandoning core principles
(Brown, Ebrahim, & Batliwala, 2012).

However, adaptability must be balanced with consistency. If NGOs change their language,
priorities, or alliances too frequently, stakeholders may perceive opportunism or a lack of
integrity. Shifting narratives too dramatically can erode credibility and feed accusations of
being donor-driven or politically instrumental. Effective adaptation therefore requires
flexibility grounded in principled commitments. Organisations need to be clear about their
core mission and values, using these as a reference point for deciding how far they can
adjust to external expectations. By explicitly articulating these boundaries—internally and
externally—they can maintain authenticity while navigating complex and changing

environments.
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6. Crisis Communication and Recovery

Legitimacy is fragile, and scandals or governance failures can quickly undermine trust.
Crisis communication strategies are therefore indispensable components of legitimacy
management. When problems arise—such as allegations of misconduct, project failures, or
public criticism—NGOs can restore legitimacy by acknowledging responsibility, explaining
what went wrong, and implementing corrective actions (Coombs, 2007). Silence, denial, or
attempts to shift blame often deepen suspicion and prolong reputational damage. Timely,
honest communication, by contrast, signals respect for stakeholders and confidence in the
organisation’s own accountability mechanisms.

Transparent communication, coupled with stakeholder engagement in post-crisis
evaluations, demonstrates accountability and learning (Johansen & Frandsen, 2007).
Inviting independent reviews, publishing findings, and involving staff and communities in
designing reforms show that the organisation treats the crisis as an opportunity to strengthen
systems rather than as a purely reputational problem to be managed. These practices
illustrate that legitimacy is recoverable, provided organisations respond with authenticity
and integrity. Over time, consistent follow-through on promised changes can transform a
crisis into evidence of organisational maturity and ethical resilience, reinforcing rather than

permanently damaging legitimacy.

7. Discussion

The strategies outlined above reveal legitimacy as an active and ongoing process rather than
a fixed condition. Participation and communication strengthen trust and representation by
ensuring that stakeholders are informed, heard, and able to influence decisions. Ethical
organisational culture provides internal safeguards that prevent or mitigate misconduct and
mission drift. Adaptive management enables NGOs to respond to the diverse expectations of
donors, governments, and communities without losing sight of their core mission and
values. Crisis communication acknowledges that failures are inevitable but need not be fatal
if handled openly and constructively.

At the same time, these strategies are interdependent. Participatory governance without
transparent communication may lead to misunderstandings; ethical culture without adaptive
management may result in principled but isolated organisations that struggle to operate in
real political contexts; crisis communication without prior investment in ethics and
participation may be perceived as mere damage control. For scholars, this interdependence
underscores the need to conceptualise legitimacy as a relational and performative process,
shaped by internal dynamics and external interactions. For practitioners, it highlights that
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legitimacy-building cannot be reduced to a single tool or department; it must be embedded

across structures, practices, and relationships.

8. Conclusion

Sustaining legitimacy requires an integrated approach that combines participatory
governance, authentic communication, ethical culture, adaptive management, and proactive
crisis response. Legitimacy is not conferred once and for all but continuously negotiated
with stakeholders, governments, and donors. Organisations that recognise this dynamic
nature are better positioned to anticipate risks, respond to challenges, and sustain trust over
time. Rather than treating legitimacy as an abstract concept or purely reputational concern,
they integrate it into daily decisions about programme design, staffing, partnerships, and
communication.

For scholars, this analysis highlights the performative and relational dimensions of
legitimacy, inviting further research into how specific strategies operate in different political
and cultural contexts. For practitioners, it provides actionable strategies for embedding
legitimacy into organisational culture and practice, ensuring resilience and credibility in
complex social and political landscapes. Ultimately, legitimacy is both a moral and strategic
resource. When cultivated through participation, transparency, ethics, adaptability, and
learning, it enables non-profits not only to survive but to contribute meaningfully to

transformative social change.
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