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Abstract

Non-profit organisations face a wide range of threats that undermine their legitimacy,
weaken public trust, and constrain their operational space. This article examines five major
sources of legitimacy risk: scandals and mission drift, perceptions of foreign influence,
professionalisation and corporatisation, digital disinformation, and weak grassroots
connections. Scandals involving financial misconduct or governance failures can quickly
erode trust capital, often triggering sector-wide reputational crises. In politically restrictive
contexts, reliance on international donors exposes NGOs to accusations of external
interference and delegitimisation through “foreign agent” laws. The growing
professionalisation of NGOs enhances efficiency and epistemic authority but risks
disconnection from grassroots constituencies and the reproduction of elitist structures.
Digital platforms have amplified threats, enabling disinformation campaigns and
orchestrated attacks that destabilise public trust. Finally, structural critiques highlight the
persistent problem of NGOs prioritising donor accountability over community
representation, resulting in legitimacy crises rooted in elitism and weak participation. The
analysis argues that legitimacy is fragile and continuously contested, requiring proactive
governance, diversified funding, participatory engagement, and digital resilience strategies.
For scholars, this highlights the political and relational dimensions of legitimacy threats. For
practitioners, it underscores the importance of balancing professional management with

community empowerment to sustain credibility in volatile environments.
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1. Introduction
Legitimacy is a fragile yet essential resource for non-profit organisations. It enables NGOs
to mobilise resources, influence policy, and maintain trust with stakeholders. Unlike legal
registration or technical capacity, legitimacy depends on collective perceptions of

appropriateness, integrity, and public value. Donors, governments, and communities must
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all believe that an organisation has the right to act in a particular space and that its actions
are broadly aligned with shared norms and expectations. When this belief is strong, NGOs
can negotiate access to decision-making arenas, advocate for policy reform, and implement
programmes with community support.

Yet legitimacy is not permanent; it is continuously contested and vulnerable to threats that
can rapidly undermine credibility. These threats include scandals, accusations of foreign
influence, corporatisation, disinformation, and weak grassroots connections. Each of these
reflects broader tensions in the relationship between civil society, the state, and global
funding architectures. They are not merely episodic problems but symptoms of deeper
structural dynamics, such as power imbalances between donors and communities,
politicisation of civic space, and unequal access to communication channels. Understanding
these dynamics is crucial for both academic analysis and practical strategies aimed at
sustaining organisational resilience, especially in environments where civic freedoms are

under pressure and public trust is easily destabilised.

2. Scandals, Corruption, and Mission Drift

Scandals involving financial mismanagement, misuse of donor funds, or misconduct by staff
quickly erode trust and legitimacy (Keating & Frumkin, 2003). Because NGOs often claim
moral authority and public-interest motivation, any evidence of corruption or abuse is
particularly damaging. Isolated incidents often escalate into reputational crises that affect
the entire sector, as media narratives and public debates generalise the failings of one
organisation to civil society as a whole. Donors may respond by tightening controls or
withdrawing funding, regulators may impose more burdensome reporting requirements, and
communities may become hesitant to engage. In these circumstances, the cost of rebuilding
trust is high, and some organisations may never fully recover their former standing.

Mission drift—when NGOs compromise core objectives to secure funding or political
advantage—similarly undermines credibility by creating a gap between organisational
identity and practice (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). When stakeholders perceive that an NGO
has shifted from its founding mission to follow donor fashions or political convenience, they
question its authenticity and integrity. This is especially visible when advocacy
organisations become primarily service providers, or when humanitarian agencies take on
activities that align more closely with donor priorities than with community needs. Weak
internal governance, inadequate oversight by boards, and blurred boundaries between

advocacy and service delivery increase vulnerability to both scandals and mission drift
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(Ebrahim, 2003). Over time, these processes erode the ethical and normative foundations

upon which legitimacy rests.

3. Foreign Influence and Restrictive Environments

In many political contexts, NGOs dependent on international funding are portrayed as
instruments of foreign interference. Governments use laws designating NGOs as “foreign
agents” or similar labels to delegitimise their work and cast doubt on their motives (Jad,
2013; Carothers & Brechenmacher, 2014). Such framing resonates with nationalist
sentiment, presenting NGOs as threats to sovereignty, cultural identity, or national security.
These narratives justify a range of restrictive measures, including burdensome registration
requirements, intrusive audits, public smear campaigns, and even forced closure. As a result,
civic space shrinks, and NGOs must expend significant energy simply to maintain their legal
and operational existence.

This politicised use of foreign influence narratives directly undermines representational
legitimacy. Communities may become reluctant to associate with organisations stigmatised
as externally controlled, fearing legal or social repercussions. While external funding
strengthens capacity —allowing NGOs to implement programmes, hire staff, and sustain
operations —excessive reliance risks eroding independence and weakening community trust,
particularly in the Global South (Banks et al., 2015). Local actors may perceive that
strategic priorities are set in donor capitals rather than in consultation with affected
communities. To mitigate these risks, NGOs must carefully navigate their funding
portfolios, build transparent relationships with local stakeholders, and demonstrate that
external resources are used to advance locally defined priorities rather than impose external

agendas.

4. Professionalisation and Corporatisation

The rise of the “NGO-industrial complex” reflects growing professionalisation and
corporatisation of the sector (Kapoor, 2013). As NGOs expand in size and scope, they
increasingly adopt managerial practices derived from corporate and public-sector models:
strategic plans, key performance indicators, branding strategies, and complex reporting
systems. These transformations can enhance efficiency, improve financial controls, and
strengthen epistemic authority by enabling organisations to produce data, analysis, and
policy recommendations that donors and governments respect. Professional staff with
specialised skills in monitoring and evaluation, communications, or advocacy can help
NGOs operate effectively in complex policy environments.
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At the same time, professionalisation and corporatisation risk distancing organisations from
their grassroots constituencies and reinforcing hierarchical practices (Choudry & Kapoor,
2013). As internal structures become more bureaucratic, local staff and community members
may feel less involved in decision-making. Professionalisation may strengthen epistemic
legitimacy —recognition as expert or technically competent—while weakening moral and
representational legitimacy, leading to perceptions of elitism and donor-driven agendas
(Hilhorst, 2003). This tension is particularly pronounced when large, well-funded NGOs
dominate funding streams and advocacy spaces, marginalising smaller grassroots groups. In
such contexts, professionalisation becomes a legitimacy dilemma: it delivers operational
benefits but can contribute to a sense that NGOs are no longer rooted in the communities

they claim to serve.

5. Digital Vulnerabilities and Disinformation

The digital era has created new legitimacy risks that operate at high speed and large scale.
NGOs are frequent targets of misinformation and orchestrated attacks on online platforms,
often designed to portray them as corrupt, foreign-controlled, or politically biased
(Brechenmacher & Carothers, 2012). These campaigns may be initiated by governments
seeking to discredit critical voices, by political actors competing for influence, or by interest
groups opposed to specific causes. Social media and digital news ecosystems facilitate rapid
circulation of such narratives, often without adequate fact-checking or context. Once
negative stories gain traction, they can quickly shape public perceptions, even when the
underlying claims are false or exaggerated.

Digital algorithms amplify negative stories while limiting visibility of corrective
information, exacerbating reputational damage. Content that provokes outrage or fear tends
to be prioritised by platform logic, meaning that hostile narratives often spread more widely
than calm, evidence-based responses. In polarised contexts, these dynamics erode trust even
among long-standing supporters (Edelman, 2022). NGOs may find themselves trapped in
reactive communication cycles, constantly responding to attacks rather than proactively
shaping their own narratives. Building digital resilience—through monitoring, rapid
response strategies, and investment in trusted channels of communication—therefore
becomes integral to legitimacy management. Without such strategies, NGOs risk losing

control over how they are perceived in the public sphere.
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6. Elitism and Weak Grassroots Connections

Persistent critiques of elitism highlight how NGOs often prioritise donor accountability over
beneficiary engagement, reinforcing top-down practices that alienate local communities
(Cornwall, 2008). Reporting formats, project designs, and evaluation frameworks are
frequently oriented toward donor expectations rather than toward community-defined
indicators of success. This dynamic can create a perception that NGOs are more responsive
to distant funders than to the people they claim to serve. When communities experience
programmes as externally imposed, with limited opportunity to shape priorities or methods,
they may view NGOs as part of an elite development apparatus rather than as genuine
representatives of their interests.

2

This disconnect has been described as a “legitimacy crisis,” in which NGOs are seen as
serving external rather than community agendas (Banks et al., 2015). Addressing these
critiques requires participatory approaches that share power with communities, including
co-design of projects, community-led governance structures, and mechanisms for ongoing
dialogue and accountability. Yet many organisations continue to struggle with substantive
inclusivity, constrained by donor timelines, reporting requirements, and institutional cultures
that privilege expert knowledge over lived experience (Hilhorst, 2018). Without intentional
efforts to rebalance these relationships, NGOs risk entrenching patterns of elitism that
undermine their moral and representational legitimacy, even when their programmes deliver

measurable outputs.

7. Discussion

These threats illustrate the vulnerability of legitimacy as both a social and political
construct. Scandals and mission drift erode ethical trust by revealing gaps between declared
values and actual practice; foreign influence narratives delegitimise external funding by
framing it as evidence of disloyalty or external control; professionalisation risks alienating
grassroots support by privileging managerial logics over participatory ones; digital
disinformation accelerates reputational decline by exploiting platform dynamics; and
structural elitism undermines representational legitimacy by sidelining community voices.
Each threat operates through distinct mechanisms, yet they intersect in ways that compound
risks, particularly in contexts already characterised by restricted civic space and polarised
public debate.

NGOs must therefore approach legitimacy not as a fixed attribute but as a continuously
managed process requiring governance, transparency, and inclusive participation. This
implies investing in strong internal controls and ethical leadership to prevent scandals,
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diversifying funding sources to reduce dependence on any single donor or geopolitical bloc,
and developing institutional cultures that genuinely value community knowledge and
agency. It also entails strategic engagement with digital media, recognising that legitimacy
today is partly constructed in online spaces where narratives can be shaped, contested, and
weaponised. For scholars, these dynamics underline the need to analyse legitimacy through
a lens that integrates organisational practices, political structures, and communication
environments rather than treating legitimacy solely as a matter of formal recognition or

performance.

8. Conclusion

Legitimacy is continuously at risk from both internal weaknesses and external pressures.
Scandals, accusations of foreign control, managerial corporatisation, online disinformation,
and elitist practices all jeopardise credibility and can quickly erode hard-won trust. Because
legitimacy depends on perceptions, once doubt takes root it can be difficult to reverse, even
with evidence of good practice or impact. This fragility means that legitimacy must be
treated as a strategic priority, embedded in governance systems, organisational culture, and
everyday interactions with stakeholders.

Sustaining legitimacy requires robust governance systems, diversification of funding to
ensure independence, participatory approaches that strengthen grassroots ties, and digital
resilience strategies to counter misinformation. It also demands reflexivity: a willingness to
question internal assumptions, listen to critique, and adapt practices that inadvertently
reproduce inequality or disconnection. For scholars, these dynamics highlight the contested
and political nature of legitimacy and invite further inquiry into how NGOs navigate
complex power relations in different contexts. For practitioners, they underscore the need to
balance professional management with authentic community engagement to preserve trust
in increasingly volatile environments. Only by addressing threats proactively and
holistically can non-profit organisations maintain the legitimacy they need to contribute

meaningfully to social change.
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