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Abstract
Legitimacy is one of the most critical determinants of non-profit survival, influence, and

effectiveness. It is a multidimensional construct encompassing pragmatic, moral, and
cognitive dimensions that shape how organisations are perceived and sanctioned by
stakeholders. While accountability mechanisms ensure compliance, legitimacy determines
whether an organisation is socially accepted, trusted, and supported. This article examines
key theoretical perspectives on legitimacy, drawing on institutional theory, resource-
dependence theory, and critical approaches to highlight both its strategic and socially
constructed dimensions. The discussion shows how legitimacy functions not only as
recognition granted by external actors but also as a dynamic, continuously negotiated
process actively shaped by non-profits through communication, branding, and ethical
practices. At the same time, legitimacy can be superficial or instrumental, reinforcing
inequalities if pursued without substance. By integrating conceptual frameworks and
practical insights, this article provides academics with a deeper understanding of legitimacy
as a central category of analysis and offers practitioners strategies for balancing institutional

conformity with ethical and relational approaches to sustaining long-term trust.
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1. Introduction
Legitimacy constitutes a fundamental resource for non-profit organisations, shaping their

ability to mobilise support, secure funding, and maintain credibility in the eyes of diverse
stakeholders. Unlike legal authority or financial capital, legitimacy is not directly acquired
but socially conferred, rooted in collective judgments about whether an organisation’s
values, actions, and presence are appropriate and desirable. This is particularly important for
NGOs because they do not operate in competitive markets nor derive authority from

democratic elections. Their influence depends on being perceived as trustworthy, mission-
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driven, and ethically grounded. Without legitimacy, even well-resourced organisations may
face resistance, scepticism, or exclusion from policy spaces.

Despite its centrality, legitimacy remains underdeveloped in non-profit scholarship. Much of
the academic attention has focused on accountability — a more measurable and procedural
concept centred on compliance, reporting, and performance evaluation. While
accountability frameworks help ensure organisational transparency, they offer only a partial
picture of how NGOs gain and maintain public trust. Legitimacy extends beyond metrics: it
encompasses norms, values, shared understandings, and political narratives that shape
societal acceptance. This conceptual gap reveals the importance of grounding legitimacy in

theoretical frameworks that recognise both its socially constructed and strategic dimensions.

2. Conceptual Foundations of Legitimacy

2.1 Pragmatic Legitimacy

Pragmatic legitimacy is grounded in the self-interest of stakeholders who evaluate
organisations based on the immediate benefits they provide. Donors may support an NGO
because it efficiently delivers measurable results; beneficiaries may trust it because it
addresses urgent needs; governments may approve of it because it complements state
efforts. This form of legitimacy is transactional and outcome-oriented, reflecting
instrumental judgments about effectiveness. For non-profits, demonstrating competence,
reliability, and tangible improvements becomes central to maintaining pragmatic legitimacy.
However, pragmatic legitimacy is inherently volatile. When performance fluctuates, funding
declines, or public expectations shift, pragmatic legitimacy can quickly erode. Stakeholders
who base their support on direct utility may withdraw trust when outcomes fail to meet
expectations. This makes pragmatic legitimacy powerful yet fragile: it strengthens non-
profits that can produce visible results but exposes them to criticism when priorities,

resources, or external conditions change.

2.2 Moral Legitimacy

Moral legitimacy extends beyond instrumental outcomes to normative judgments about
whether an organisation is “doing the right thing.” It reflects alignment with societal values,
ethical standards, and principles of justice. Non-profits working in humanitarian relief,
human rights advocacy, or social justice often rely heavily on moral legitimacy because

their credibility depends on perceived integrity and principled behaviour. When stakeholders
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view an organisation as acting ethically, transparently, and in accordance with public values,
moral legitimacy becomes a powerful asset.

Yet moral legitimacy is also contested and context-dependent. What is considered ethical or
appropriate in one cultural setting may not be interpreted the same way in another.
Moreover, when non-profits fail to uphold their stated values — for example, through
misconduct, staff abuse, or misuse of funds — the resulting moral legitimacy crisis can have
long-term consequences. Unlike pragmatic legitimacy, which can sometimes be restored
through improved performance, moral legitimacy is deeply damaged by perceived

hypocrisy or ethical failure.

2.3 Cognitive Legitimacy

Cognitive legitimacy is the most deeply embedded form, arising when an organisation
becomes taken for granted as a natural, necessary, or inevitable part of society. In this case,
legitimacy does not depend on continuous justification; stakeholders accept the
organisation’s existence because it fits into established social structures and expectations.
Many long-standing NGOs enjoy cognitive legitimacy simply by virtue of familiarity,
institutional history, or recognised public roles.

Although powerful, cognitive legitimacy develops slowly. It requires time, stability, and
consistent presence. New organisations, INGOs entering unfamiliar contexts, or groups
working on controversial issues often struggle to achieve this level of acceptance. Cognitive
legitimacy also carries risks: organisations may become complacent, relying on their
historical authority rather than maintaining relevance or responsiveness. Understanding
cognitive legitimacy therefore helps explain both the resilience of established organisations
and the challenges faced by newcomers.

Together, these three dimensions reveal legitimacy as a layered construct involving utility,
ethics, and social embeddedness — each interacting with cultural, political, and institutional

contexts.

3. Institutional and Resource-Dependence Perspectives
Institutional theory provides critical insights into how legitimacy is socially constructed

through conformity to norms, rules, and established practices. Meyer and Rowan (1977)
argue that organisations adopt formal structures — mission statements, strategic plans,
governance models — not solely for efficiency but to symbolically align with societal
expectations. This alignment enhances legitimacy even if the adopted structures have

minimal impact on operational effectiveness. DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) concept of
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institutional isomorphism further explains how non-profits mimic dominant organisational
models to signal professionalism and competence. Whether through adopting donor
reporting systems, international accountability standards, or management techniques
borrowed from the corporate sector, NGOs engage in legitimacy-seeking behaviour shaped
by institutional pressures.

Resource-dependence theory complements this perspective by highlighting the strategic
dimensions of legitimacy. Pfeffer and Salancik (1978) argue that organisations depend on
external actors for critical resources — funding, political support, volunteer labour, or
access to communities. To secure these resources, NGOs must demonstrate legitimacy to
donors, governments, and stakeholders whose approval influences survival. This makes
legitimacy a strategic asset: NGOs cultivate it through reputation management, partnerships,
professionalisation, and alignment with donor expectations. However, this creates tensions:
non-profits may shift priorities, develop bureaucratic practices, or dilute missions to
maintain donor support, potentially compromising moral or representational legitimacy.
Together, institutional and resource-dependence theories reveal legitimacy as both socially
constrained and strategically pursued — a duality that creates opportunities for adaptation

but also risks of mission drift, symbolic compliance, or external capture.

4. Dynamic and Performative Dimensions
Legitimacy is not simply inherited or permanently established; it is dynamic, performative,

and continuously negotiated. Non-profits actively shape legitimacy through communication
strategies, branding, partnerships, and narrative framing. Storytelling, impact reporting, and
visibility campaigns are tools through which NGOs create compelling representations of
themselves and their work. Hilhorst (2003) emphasises that these narratives do not merely
describe organisational realities — they actively construct them. Legitimacy becomes a
performative act in which organisations persuade stakeholders of their value and integrity.

Yet this performativity carries risks. Critical scholars argue that legitimacy can become
superficial when organisations prioritise appearance over substance. Choudry (2015) and
Jad (2013) warn that symbolic compliance — adopting donor language, producing polished
reports, or engaging in public relations — may mask deeper problems such as elite capture,
exclusion of grassroots voices, or reinforcement of power imbalances. When legitimacy
becomes a branding exercise rather than a reflection of genuine accountability and ethical
practice, non-profits risk undermining trust and perpetuating inequities. These critiques
highlight the need for reflexivity and integrity in legitimacy work, ensuring that

organisational narratives align with lived practices and community realities.
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5. Discussion
The theoretical perspectives examined here reveal legitimacy as a complex,

multidimensional, and indispensable resource for non-profits. Pragmatic legitimacy explains
why immediate usefulness matters; moral legitimacy highlights the centrality of ethics and
values; cognitive legitimacy underscores the role of social embeddedness and cultural
acceptance. Institutional theory enriches this understanding by showing how legitimacy
emerges through conformity to norms, while resource-dependence theory illuminates
strategic behaviour shaped by resource constraints.

At the same time, critical perspectives remind scholars and practitioners that legitimacy is
not a neutral category. It reflects power dynamics, contested narratives, and political
struggles. Symbolic legitimacy strategies may enable organisations to survive in competitive
environments but risk obscuring structural inequities or silencing community voices.
Therefore, legitimacy work must be grounded in ethical commitment, transparency, and

participatory practices that ensure authenticity rather than superficial compliance.

6. Conclusion
Theoretical perspectives on legitimacy demonstrate its centrality to non-profit survival and

effectiveness. As a multidimensional construct, legitimacy encompasses pragmatic, moral,
and cognitive dimensions that shape how organisations are perceived and supported.
Institutional theory and resource-dependence theory reveal both the constraints and strategic
opportunities that structure legitimacy work. However, legitimacy must be approached
critically: symbolic strategies may sustain organisational survival but undermine ethical
integrity or community trust.

For scholars, this expanded theoretical grounding highlights the importance of treating
legitimacy not as a secondary concept but as a primary analytical category. For practitioners,
it offers guidance on balancing institutional alignment with authenticity, ethics, and
relational engagement. Ultimately, legitimacy is not merely a condition to be achieved but a
continuous process of cultivating trust, demonstrating integrity, and aligning organisational

practice with the values and expectations of diverse stakeholders.
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