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Abstract 
Non-profit legitimacy is dynamic, shaped by both external threats and internal strengths 
across diverse contexts. This Teaching Paper provides four adaptable case-based templates 
for NGOs, researchers, and evaluators to analyze legitimacy: the Legitimacy Threats 
Matrix, the Sources of Legitimacy Case Analysis, the Stakeholder Perception Map, and the 
Comparative Regional Legitimacy Review. Drawing on institutional and accountability 
theory (Suchman, 1995; Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Bryson, 2018), the templates translate 
complex academic debates into actionable tools. Each framework encourages users to map 
threats such as corruption, mission drift, state repression, or digital disinformation; assess 
sources of legitimacy across legal, moral, representational, and epistemic domains; analyze 
stakeholder perceptions; and compare regional variations. A case study illustrates the 
application of these tools by a regional NGO network. By providing structured instruments, 
this Teaching Paper supports both scholarly analysis and practitioner-led organizational 
reviews, ensuring legitimacy is systematically monitored, contextualized, and strengthened 
over time.
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper equips NGOs and researchers with four practical templates for 
analyzing legitimacy in diverse contexts:

1. Legitimacy Threats Matrix — maps risks and mitigation strategies.
2. Sources of Legitimacy Case Analysis — identifies strengths across five legitimacy 

domains.
3. Stakeholder Legitimacy Perception Map — compares stakeholder perspectives, 

gaps, and action plans.
4. Comparative Regional Legitimacy Review — highlights how legitimacy dynamics 

vary across global regions.
The templates combine academic theory with practical adaptability, supporting NGOs in 
strategic planning, governance reviews, and donor engagement.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To provide NGOs and evaluators with structured, adaptable templates for 
legitimacy analysis. 
Learning Objectives:

• Apply case-based templates to analyze threats, sources, and perceptions of legitimacy.
• Identify mitigation strategies for legitimacy risks.
• Capture diverse stakeholder perspectives and translate findings into action.
• Compare legitimacy dynamics across regions to adapt strategy.
• Use templates for both academic research and NGO self-assessment.

Background and Context 
The legitimacy of NGOs is continuously negotiated across contexts, shaped by trust, 
compliance, representation, and perception (Suchman, 1995). Edwards and Hulme (1996) 
stress that performance and accountability are central to sustaining legitimacy, while Bryson 
(2018) emphasizes structured strategic reviews. Case-based analysis helps organizations 
operationalize these insights by capturing both universal dimensions of legitimacy and 
context-specific challenges. Templates provide NGOs with systematic methods to identify 
vulnerabilities and strengths, ensuring that academic theory is applied in practice and 
adapted to diverse political, social, and cultural environments.

Practical Guide 
Template 1: Legitimacy Threats Matrix
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• Purpose: Identify risks and design mitigation strategies.
• Structure: Map threats, describe examples, analyze impact, and propose mitigation.
• Example: Digital disinformation campaigns can erode trust rapidly—mitigation 

requires crisis communication and monitoring.
Template 2: Sources of Legitimacy Case Analysis

• Purpose: Assess strengths across five legitimacy sources (legal, moral, 
representational, epistemic, input/output).

• Example: A women’s rights NGO in South Asia with strong moral legitimacy in 
communities but contested by the state.

Template 3: Stakeholder Legitimacy Perception Map
• Purpose: Compare perceptions among donors, governments, communities, and 

media.
• Structure: Criteria for legitimacy → current perception → gaps → action plan.

• Example: Donors concerned with reporting, while communities value inclusiveness.
Template 4: Comparative Regional Legitimacy Review

• Purpose: Highlight regional dynamics in legitimacy sources and threats.
• Example: Latin American NGOs often grounded in social movements but face state 

repression; Eastern European NGOs struggle with populist backlash and “foreign 
agent” laws.

Case Study 
A regional NGO consortium in Sub-Saharan Africa used the four templates to conduct a 
comparative legitimacy review. The Legitimacy Threats Matrix revealed high risks of 
mission drift due to donor-driven agendas. The Sources of Legitimacy Case Analysis 
showed strong output legitimacy (health outcomes) but weak input legitimacy (low 
participation). The Stakeholder Perception Map highlighted donor satisfaction but 
community disengagement. Finally, the Comparative Regional Review showed similar 
patterns across neighboring countries, reinforcing the need for localized participatory 
structures. The findings informed a new regional strategy focused on participatory 
governance and diversified funding.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Over-complexity: Templates should be adapted to organizational capacity, not 

applied rigidly.
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• Donor dominance: Risk of overemphasizing donor perceptions at the expense of 
communities.

• Regional generalizations: Comparative reviews must avoid stereotyping; use local 
data.

• Action gaps: Templates are only effective if findings lead to concrete changes.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which legitimacy threats most affect your organization, and how are they currently 

mitigated?
2. Which source of legitimacy (legal, moral, representational, epistemic, input/output) is 

strongest or weakest in your context?
3. How do different stakeholders perceive your legitimacy, and where do gaps appear?
4. How do regional dynamics shape your legitimacy strategies?

Limitations and Considerations 
• Templates provide structure but depend on accurate, context-sensitive data.
• Risk of oversimplification—legitimacy is fluid and contested.
• Political environments may constrain data collection and open dialogue.
• Comparative reviews must be adapted to sector-specific realities (health, advocacy, 

education, etc.).

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper advances academic-practice integration by transforming abstract 
legitimacy theories into concrete, adaptable instruments. For academics, it provides case-
based tools for teaching, comparative research, and field studies. For practitioners, it offers 
diagnostic frameworks that inform strategy, governance, and risk management. The dual 
value reinforces the role of legitimacy as both an academic construct and a practical concern 
for NGOs navigating complex environments.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Case-based legitimacy analysis enables NGOs to anticipate threats, leverage strengths, and 
address stakeholder concerns systematically. By applying these four templates, 
organizations can integrate legitimacy reviews into strategic planning and risk management. 
Next steps include piloting the templates across different NGO sectors, refining indicators, 
and developing digital adaptations for participatory online reviews.
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