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Abstract 
Legitimacy is a cornerstone of non-profit sustainability, shaping trust among donors, 
communities, governments, and beneficiaries. This Teaching Paper provides a structured 
framework for assessing legitimacy in practice, building on established theoretical 
perspectives (e.g., Suchman, 1995; Bryson, 2018). It introduces five domains of legitimacy
—legal, moral, representational, epistemic, and procedural—through practical audit 
checklists. Each tool enables non-profit managers and boards to diagnose strengths and 
vulnerabilities, ensuring that compliance, ethical practice, participation, knowledge 
credibility, and performance are systematically evaluated. The paper also highlights the 
balance between input legitimacy (inclusive processes) and output legitimacy (measurable 
results), a critical challenge in diverse development contexts. A case study illustrates 
application in a mid-sized NGO, followed by common challenges, reflection questions, and 
strategic considerations for embedding legitimacy into governance and operations. By 
linking conceptual frameworks to actionable instruments, this resource bridges academic 
theory and practitioner needs, offering non-profits a roadmap for sustaining trust, credibility, 
and long-term impact.
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper translates legitimacy theory into practical tools for non-profits seeking 
to assess and strengthen their credibility. It outlines five core checklists (legal, moral, 
representational, epistemic, and procedural legitimacy) and provides a balanced approach to 
input versus output legitimacy. These tools can be applied during strategic planning, board 
reviews, or external audits, offering structured insights into where legitimacy is strong and 
where it may be compromised. For practitioners, the paper provides step-by-step checklists; 
for academics, it offers a pedagogical resource linking theory to application.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To provide non-profits with actionable tools for evaluating and improving 
organizational legitimacy. 
Learning Objectives:

• Understand five dimensions of legitimacy and their relevance to NGOs.
• Apply practical checklists for organizational self-assessment.
• Identify gaps in compliance, ethics, representation, or evidence-based practice.
• Balance input (processes, participation) and output (results, performance) legitimacy.
• Use legitimacy audits to enhance transparency, trust, and sustainability.

Background and Context 
Legitimacy has long been identified as critical to organizational survival and effectiveness 
(Suchman, 1995). In the non-profit sector, legitimacy underpins access to funding, 
stakeholder trust, and the moral authority to act (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). Bryson (2018) 
and Drucker (1990) emphasize that non-profits must align mission with performance while 
ensuring accountability. Legitimacy is multidimensional: legal compliance ensures 
organizational continuity, moral legitimacy secures ethical alignment, representational 
legitimacy reflects participatory inclusiveness, epistemic legitimacy validates knowledge 
claims, and procedural legitimacy ensures fairness and accountability. Audit tools help move 
these concepts from theory into daily practice.

Practical Guide 
1. Legal Legitimacy Checklist

• Registration under national law.
• Up-to-date compliance (tax filings, audits, reports).
• Transparent governance documentation (bylaws, board minutes).
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Practical note: Regular internal reviews reduce reputational risk and ensure readiness for 
donor audits.
2. Moral Legitimacy Checklist

• Mission alignment with activities.
• Enforced ethical codes of conduct.
• Consistency between stated values and observed practices.

Practical note: Breaches of moral legitimacy can erode donor and community trust more 
rapidly than legal lapses.
3. Representational Legitimacy Checklist

• Community consultation in program design.
• Participatory decision-making structures.
• Inclusion of marginalized groups in governance.

Practical note: Representation enhances both trust and program relevance.
4. Epistemic Legitimacy Checklist

• Production of evidence-based outputs.
• Peer or expert validation of findings.
• Transparent dissemination of knowledge to donors and communities.

Practical note: Epistemic legitimacy is increasingly essential in donor environments that 
prioritize evidence-based funding.
5. Input vs. Output Legitimacy Balance Tool

• Tracking inclusiveness and participation (input).
• Measuring impacts and performance (output).
• Assessing trade-offs between inclusiveness and efficiency.

Practical note: Striking the balance prevents overemphasis on either process or results.

Case Study 
A mid-sized health NGO in Southeast Asia applied the legitimacy audit during a strategic 
review. The assessment revealed strong legal compliance and credible research outputs but 
weaknesses in representational legitimacy—community voices were absent in governance 
structures. By revising its board composition to include local representatives and 
establishing regular participatory consultations, the NGO improved both program alignment 
and donor perception. Within two years, donor funding increased by 30% due to the 
strengthened legitimacy profile.
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Common Challenges and Tips 
• Overemphasis on compliance: Legal legitimacy is necessary but insufficient; 

broader legitimacy dimensions must be addressed.
• Tokenistic participation: Including community representatives without real 

decision-making power undermines representational legitimacy.
• Balancing input and output: Excessive focus on inclusiveness can slow 

implementation; ignoring participation can damage credibility.
• Documentation burden: Excessive paperwork may discourage staff—streamline 

processes and integrate audits into existing reviews.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which dimension of legitimacy is strongest in your organization, and which is most 

vulnerable?
2. How do you ensure that community voices are not only heard but influence decision-

making?
3. What trade-offs have you experienced between input (participation) and output 

(results)?
4. How can your board integrate legitimacy assessments into regular governance 

reviews?

Limitations and Considerations 
• Checklists provide structure but cannot capture all contextual nuances.
• Cultural differences shape perceptions of legitimacy; one model may not fit all 

regions.
• Over-reliance on external validation risks disempowering local knowledge.
• Legitimacy is dynamic—assessments should be repeated regularly, not treated as one-

off exercises.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper demonstrates how legitimacy theory can be operationalized through 
practical tools. For academics, it illustrates the pedagogical value of translating abstract 
concepts into checklists and audits. For practitioners, it provides ready-to-use instruments 
for governance, strategy, and community engagement. The integration of theoretical and 
practical perspectives ensures that legitimacy assessment contributes both to scholarly 
debates and to organizational sustainability.
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Conclusion and Next Steps 
Legitimacy is not static but continuously negotiated through compliance, ethical practice, 
representation, knowledge credibility, and impact. NGOs can use these audit tools to 
identify strengths, address weaknesses, and embed legitimacy into governance routines. 
Next steps include piloting the tools in diverse organizational settings, integrating results 
into strategic planning, and adapting checklists for sector-specific contexts (e.g., health, 
education, humanitarian aid). Regular legitimacy audits can become a cornerstone of 
resilient, credible, and trusted non-profit practice.
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