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Abstract
Legitimacy is a multidimensional and contested concept in the study and practice of non-

profits. This Teaching Paper provides a comprehensive glossary of legitimacy-related
concepts drawn from organizational theory and practice, including legal, moral,
representational, epistemic, and procedural dimensions, as well as frameworks for
participatory legitimacy reviews, stakeholder engagement, and regional case analysis. Each
term is defined with both academic clarity and practical application, ensuring accessibility
for scholars, students, NGO practitioners, and evaluators. By transforming abstract concepts
into actionable definitions and linking them to governance tools, this glossary serves as both
an academic reference and a practical guide. It is designed to accompany legitimacy
assessment frameworks, participatory review models, and case-based templates while

standing independently as a resource for capacity building and organizational learning.
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Executive Summary
This Teaching Paper offers a glossary of legitimacy terms relevant to NGOs, covering

definitions, origins, and practical applications. It synthesizes concepts from institutional
theory (Suchman, 1995), participatory governance (Cornwall, 2008), and strategic planning
(Bryson, 2018) with real-world audit tools and case frameworks. Each entry provides:

e Aclear definition.

* A practical note for application in NGO contexts.

e  Connections to broader legitimacy assessment practices.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
Purpose: To consolidate legitimacy concepts into an accessible glossary for academic and

practitioner use.

Learning Objectives:
e  Familiarize readers with key legitimacy-related terms.
*  Provide practical insights on applying these terms in organizational assessments.
e  Support the use of legitimacy frameworks with a shared conceptual foundation.

e  Bridge academic theory with NGO practice through definitions and examples.

Background and Context
Legitimacy is a critical determinant of NGO sustainability, influencing trust, accountability,

and authority. Suchman (1995) distinguishes between pragmatic, moral, and cognitive
legitimacy, while Edwards and Hulme (1996) emphasize accountability dynamics. Bryson
(2018) highlights legitimacy as central to strategic planning, and participatory theorists
(Chambers, 1997; Cornwall, 2008) stress inclusiveness. This glossary operationalizes such

theory into concrete, usable language for NGOs and academics.

Glossary of Terms
1. Legal Legitimacy

Definition: Organizational credibility derived from compliance with laws and regulations
(e.g., registration, tax filings, audits).

Practical Note: Ensures organizational continuity and protects against state sanctions.

2. Moral Legitimacy

Definition: Alignment of organizational actions with ethical values and mission integrity.
Practical Note: Breaches here quickly erode donor and community trust.

3. Representational Legitimacy
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Definition: Credibility based on inclusiveness and representation of community voices in
governance.

Practical Note: Strengthened through participatory boards and community consultation.

4. Epistemic Legitimacy

Definition: Trust derived from expertise, evidence-based outputs, and validated knowledge.
Practical Note: Essential for donor recognition and policy influence.

5. Procedural Legitimacy

Definition: Fairness and transparency in organizational processes and decision-making.
Practical Note: Reinforced by accountability mechanisms and clear documentation.

6. Input Legitimacy

Definition: Credibility based on inclusive participation in decision-making.

Practical Note: Ensures stakeholder ownership but may slow processes.

7. Output Legitimacy

Definition: Credibility derived from results and measurable impact.

Practical Note: Appeals to donors but risks overlooking inclusiveness.

8. Stakeholder Mapping

Definition: Identification of all actors influencing or influenced by an organization (donors,
communities, staff, governments, media).

Practical Note: Foundation for participatory reviews and engagement strategies.

9. Participatory Legitimacy Review

Definition: A structured evaluation process involving multiple stakeholders in assessing
organizational legitimacy.

Practical Note: Builds trust and mutual accountability beyond compliance audits.

10. Participatory Evaluation Cycle

Definition: Stepwise process of consultation, evidence gathering, joint review, feedback, and
corrective action.

Practical Note: Ensures dialogue translates into measurable improvements.

11. Legitimacy Indicators

Definition: Qualitative and quantitative markers of legitimacy, such as trust, fairness,
alignment with community priorities, and transparency.

Practical Note: Must balance perception-based data with objective measures.

12. Feedback Loop

Definition: Mechanism for sharing findings with stakeholders and demonstrating
responsiveness.

Practical Note: Closing the loop is essential to avoid consultation fatigue.
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13. Legitimacy Threats Matrix

Definition: Framework for mapping potential risks to legitimacy, their impact, and
mitigation strategies.

Practical Note: Useful for risk management and crisis preparedness.

14. Mission Drift

Definition: Deviation from organizational mission to chase funding opportunities.

Practical Note: Leads to weakened moral legitimacy and stakeholder confusion.

15. Scandals & Corruption

Definition: Misconduct such as financial mismanagement undermining credibility.

Practical Note: Transparency and audits are key mitigation strategies.

16. Foreign Influence Narrative

Definition: Accusations that NGOs serve foreign interests, often linked to restrictive state
policies.

Practical Note: Counteracted through local partnerships and community ties.

17. Professionalization & Distance

Definition: Over-reliance on managerial or corporate models that alienate communities.
Practical Note: Balanced by maintaining grassroots engagement mechanisms.

18. Digital Disinformation

Definition: Online smear campaigns designed to delegitimize NGOs.

Practical Note: Requires proactive communication and monitoring strategies.

19. Stakeholder Perception Map

Definition: Tool to compare how different stakeholders (donors, governments, communities,
media) perceive legitimacy.

Practical Note: Identifies gaps and informs tailored action plans.

20. Comparative Regional Legitimacy Review

Definition: Framework for analyzing how legitimacy is constructed and threatened in
different regional contexts.

Practical Note: Reveals patterns but must avoid overgeneralization.

Case Study
An international advocacy NGO used the glossary concepts to train its regional offices. The

Legitimacy Threats Matrix identified mission drift as a recurring issue, while the
Stakeholder Perception Map revealed trust gaps between governments and communities.

Applying the glossary as a teaching and assessment tool, the NGO standardized its
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legitimacy reviews across five regions, resulting in more consistent donor communication

and improved community trust.

Common Challenges and Tips
* Risk of jargon: terms must be explained in plain language to staff and community

members.
*  Power dynamics: legitimacy definitions may vary between donors and communities.

e Over-simplification: terms provide guidance but cannot capture all contextual nuance.

Reflection Questions
1.  Which legitimacy dimension is most critical in your organizational context?

2. How can you adapt the legitimacy terms to train staff and board members?
3. Which threats (corruption, mission drift, disinformation) are most relevant to your
work?

4. How could a Stakeholder Perception Map inform your strategic planning?

Limitations and Considerations
* Glossaries are descriptive and not prescriptive; they must be paired with contextual

analysis.
e Different stakeholders may define legitimacy differently; no single definition suffices.

e Rapidly changing political environments may alter the relevance of terms over time.

Academic Value
By consolidating legitimacy-related concepts into a structured glossary, this Teaching Paper

provides a foundation for both academic teaching and practitioner training. It enables
comparative research, supports cross-organizational learning, and standardizes terminology

across legitimacy assessment tools.

Conclusion and Next Steps
This glossary equips NGOs, researchers, and evaluators with a common language for

analyzing and strengthening legitimacy. As a living resource, it can be updated with
emerging concepts such as digital accountability, intersectional legitimacy, or algorithmic
transparency. Next steps include incorporating glossary terms into training modules,

participatory workshops, and academic curricula.
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