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Abstract 
Participatory legitimacy reviews provide a mechanism for NGOs to embed accountability 
and trust directly into their governance and program cycles. Unlike top-down audits, these 
reviews prioritize stakeholder dialogue and shared ownership of legitimacy assessments, 
ensuring that communities, beneficiaries, donors, and staff collectively evaluate 
organizational credibility. Drawing on participatory development theory (Chambers, 1997; 
Cornwall, 2008) and governance frameworks (Bryson, 2018), this Teaching Paper outlines 
practical methodologies for stakeholder mapping, inclusive engagement, participatory 
evaluation cycles, legitimacy indicators, and reporting mechanisms. By linking academic 
perspectives with practical tools, it demonstrates how NGOs can institutionalize 
participatory legitimacy reviews to enhance transparency, responsiveness, and long-term 
sustainability. A case study illustrates application in a community development NGO, while 
reflection questions and discussion prompts encourage critical engagement. The paper 
concludes by emphasizing the value of participatory legitimacy reviews as both an academic 
framework and a practical strategy for advancing democratic accountability in the non-profit 
sector.
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper introduces participatory legitimacy reviews as a structured approach to 
ensuring that NGOs remain accountable to all stakeholders—not just donors or regulators. It 
presents a framework that begins with stakeholder mapping and progresses through a 
participatory evaluation cycle, indicators, and reporting practices. The framework 
emphasizes inclusiveness, transparency, and continuous learning. For practitioners, it 
provides step-by-step guidance; for academics, it illustrates the operationalization of 
participatory governance theory.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To enable NGOs to systematically conduct participatory legitimacy reviews that 
strengthen accountability and stakeholder trust. 
Learning Objectives:

• Understand the concept and value of participatory legitimacy reviews.
• Apply stakeholder mapping and engagement strategies.
• Facilitate participatory evaluation cycles with multiple stakeholder groups.
• Use legitimacy indicators to measure trust, fairness, and alignment.
• Institutionalize participatory reviews within organizational governance.

Background and Context 
The legitimacy of NGOs rests not only on compliance and performance but also on the 
perceptions of the communities they serve (Suchman, 1995; Edwards & Hulme, 1996). 
Participatory frameworks align with traditions of participatory rural appraisal (Chambers, 
1997) and dialogic accountability (Cornwall, 2008), emphasizing inclusiveness and 
reciprocity in evaluation. Bryson (2018) underscores that stakeholder engagement is central 
to strategic planning and organizational effectiveness. By embedding legitimacy reviews in 
participatory processes, NGOs can avoid narrow donor-driven accountability and instead 
strengthen holistic, community-rooted legitimacy.

Practical Guide 
1. Stakeholder Mapping and Engagement

• Identify key stakeholder groups: donors, governments, communities, staff, partners.
• Form review panels with representatives from each group.
• Ensure gender, age, and minority inclusion.

Practical note: Representation prevents elite capture and ensures legitimacy reflects diverse 
perspectives.
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2. Participatory Evaluation Cycle
• Step 1: Pre-review consultation — Gather expectations from stakeholders.
• Step 2: Evidence gathering — Use surveys, interviews, document reviews.
• Step 3: Joint review sessions — Facilitate dialogues on legitimacy perceptions.
• Step 4: Feedback loop — Share findings with all stakeholders.
• Step 5: Corrective action — Implement and track changes.

Practical note: Feedback loops are essential for demonstrating accountability to 
communities.
3. Indicators for Participatory Legitimacy Reviews

• Alignment of mission with community priorities.
• Transparency of decisions and finances.
• Perceptions of fairness, inclusiveness, responsiveness.
• Levels of trust across stakeholder groups.

Practical note: Indicators must combine perception-based measures with verifiable 
evidence.
4. Reporting and Learning

• Produce reports in both technical and community-friendly formats.
• Integrate findings into strategic planning and donor engagement.
• Institutionalize reviews at regular intervals (e.g., every two years).

Practical note: Accessibility of reports builds community ownership and donor confidence.

Case Study 
A women’s empowerment NGO in East Africa introduced biennial participatory legitimacy 
reviews. Through stakeholder mapping, they formed review panels with donors, community 
leaders, and women participants. Joint review sessions revealed concerns about limited 
youth inclusion and opaque financial reporting. The NGO responded by appointing youth 
representatives to its board and redesigning financial communication into simplified 
infographics. Within one review cycle, trust scores among community participants rose by 
25%, and donor renewal rates increased significantly.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Resistance from leadership: Leaders may fear exposing weaknesses—frame 

reviews as opportunities for growth.
• Community fatigue: Over-consultation without visible change erodes trust—always 

close the feedback loop.
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• Power imbalances: Donor voices can dominate; facilitators must ensure equal 
weight to community perspectives.

• Sustainability: Reviews must be institutionalized, not one-off projects.

Reflection Questions 
1. How are stakeholders currently engaged in evaluating your organization’s legitimacy?
2. What mechanisms ensure that marginalized voices influence—not just attend—

review processes?
3. How can participatory legitimacy reviews strengthen donor as well as community 

trust?
4. What steps could your organization take to institutionalize reviews on a regular basis?

Limitations and Considerations 
• Participatory processes can be time- and resource-intensive.
• Power asymmetries may persist despite inclusive design.
• Reviews should not replace but complement legal and financial audits.
• Indicators must be contextually adapted to avoid tokenistic participation.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper bridges participatory governance theory and NGO practice, 
demonstrating how legitimacy can be co-produced by stakeholders. Academically, it 
illustrates how participatory methods move beyond compliance-based accountability, 
advancing scholarship on legitimacy and accountability in civil society. Practically, it 
provides NGOs with actionable frameworks to embed trust-building into governance 
systems.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Participatory legitimacy reviews reframe accountability as a shared responsibility between 
NGOs and their stakeholders. By systematically mapping stakeholders, conducting 
participatory evaluation cycles, applying legitimacy indicators, and reporting findings 
transparently, NGOs can institutionalize legitimacy as an ongoing process. Next steps 
include adapting the framework across sectors, piloting reviews in diverse cultural settings, 
and exploring digital tools for participatory feedback.
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