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Abstract 
The legitimacy of nonprofit organisations in policy engagement remains one of the most 
contested issues in debates on democratic governance and civil society. Unlike elected 
officials, NGOs lack formal mandates, yet they frequently claim authority to represent 
marginalised groups, shape agendas, and monitor governments. This creates dilemmas of 
representation, accountability, and autonomy. Donor dependency often distorts agendas and 
exposes NGOs to accusations of foreign influence, while balancing service delivery with 
advocacy raises tensions between credibility and politicisation. At the same time, 
accountability dilemmas emerge as organisations navigate upward obligations to donors and 
downward commitments to communities. Theoretical frameworks on legitimacy—
pragmatic, moral, and cognitive—provide a lens for understanding how NGOs construct 
and defend their credibility, but legitimacy remains dynamic, fragile, and continually 
contested. This article argues that the effectiveness of NGO advocacy depends not only on 
strategies of influence but also on their ability to sustain legitimacy across multiple 
constituencies. For scholars, legitimacy offers a conceptual anchor for evaluating civil 
society’s evolving role. For practitioners, it highlights the need for participatory 
accountability, diversified funding, and advocacy rooted in community experience.
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1. Introduction 
The growing role of nonprofit organisations in policymaking raises fundamental questions 
about authority and accountability in democratic systems. NGOs act as advocates, 
watchdogs, and service providers, yet unlike elected officials, they are not granted formal 
mandates through democratic processes. Their legitimacy is derived instead from moral 
authority, expertise, and their claimed representation of marginalised groups. This claim to 
represent “the public interest” situates NGOs within a paradox: they challenge power 
structures while simultaneously operating within them.
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Debates over legitimacy are not simply academic—they define how NGOs are perceived by 
governments, donors, and the communities they serve. Supporters portray NGOs as 
indispensable intermediaries that amplify voices excluded from formal politics, while critics 
accuse them of elitism, donor capture, and unaccountable influence. Legitimacy therefore 
becomes both a precondition and a product of NGO action: it enables access to 
policymaking spaces but must also be continuously defended and renegotiated within those 
spaces.

2. Representation and Authority 
Representation is central to the legitimacy dilemma. NGOs often claim to act on behalf of 
constituencies excluded from formal political institutions—such as women, minorities, or 
the poor—but this advocacy raises questions about authenticity and mandate. Without 
electoral mechanisms, NGOs must rely on moral, symbolic, or procedural claims to justify 
their authority. The extent to which they engage communities in agenda-setting or feedback 
processes determines whether this authority is perceived as genuine or self-appointed.
Critics argue that advocacy NGOs, particularly large international ones, may reflect the 
priorities of donors or urban elites rather than the lived realities of marginalised populations 
(Hudson, 2002; Scholte, 2011). This disconnect creates what has been termed 
“representation without representation”—a paradox in which NGOs speak for others but 
without direct accountability to them. Efforts to build participatory governance structures, 
such as community advisory boards or consultative assemblies, can partially address these 
gaps. Yet the challenge remains structural: legitimacy cannot be permanently granted; it 
must be continuously earned through engagement, inclusion, and responsiveness.

3. Donor Dependency and Autonomy 
Funding represents both a vital enabler and a major vulnerability of NGO legitimacy. Donor 
support allows nonprofits to maintain operations, conduct research, and engage in policy 
advocacy. However, dependence on external funding often shapes agendas in ways that 
distort local priorities. Donors may impose conditions that emphasise short-term, 
quantifiable outcomes over systemic change, thereby shifting NGOs toward technocratic 
rather than transformative interventions.
Furthermore, donor dependency opens NGOs to political attack. Governments, particularly 
in authoritarian or hybrid regimes, frequently exploit the narrative of “foreign interference” 
to delegitimise civil society actors. Legislation designating foreign-funded NGOs as “agents 
of external influence,” as seen in Russia and India, stigmatizes entire sectors and curtails 
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advocacy freedom (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015). NGOs 
attempting to maintain legitimacy must therefore diversify funding sources—through local 
philanthropy, membership fees, or social enterprise models—to preserve autonomy while 
sustaining operations. The capacity to align financial sustainability with ethical 
independence is now a defining feature of credible advocacy.

4. Service Delivery and Advocacy Tensions 
The tension between service delivery and advocacy lies at the heart of NGO identity. 
Service-oriented NGOs often enjoy high legitimacy among communities due to their 
tangible contributions to welfare, education, or healthcare. Yet when these same 
organisations engage in political advocacy, they risk accusations of overstepping their 
humanitarian role or politicising service provision. Conversely, advocacy-focused NGOs 
that lack service delivery may appear detached or elitist, raising questions about their 
connection to the constituencies they claim to represent.
This duality forces NGOs to perform a delicate balancing act: to root advocacy in the 
practical realities of service delivery while avoiding the instrumentalisation of humanitarian 
work for political ends (Najam, 2000; Brass et al., 2018). The most effective organisations 
integrate these functions through participatory models that link local experience to systemic 
reform. For example, an NGO providing health services might use aggregated field data to 
inform national policy debates on healthcare equity. By aligning advocacy with lived 
experience, nonprofits can strengthen both moral and pragmatic legitimacy.

5. Accountability Dilemmas 
Accountability operates in two primary directions: upward to donors and regulators, and 
downward to communities. While upward accountability focuses on financial transparency 
and reporting, downward accountability concerns responsiveness, inclusion, and ethical 
responsibility to beneficiaries. Most NGOs are structurally better equipped to satisfy donor 
demands than to engage communities in decision-making, creating an imbalance that erodes 
legitimacy (Ebrahim, 2003).
Participatory evaluation, open data initiatives, and community advisory mechanisms are 
among the strategies designed to address this gap. However, genuine accountability requires 
more than procedural compliance—it demands power sharing. This means recognising 
communities not as passive recipients but as co-producers of knowledge and agents of 
change. The challenge is magnified in transnational contexts where beneficiaries, donors, 
and governments operate across different scales and values. Strengthening legitimacy 
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therefore entails embedding accountability as an organisational ethos rather than a funding 
requirement (O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2010).

6. Theoretical Frameworks of Legitimacy 
Suchman’s (1995) tripartite framework offers valuable insight into how NGOs construct 
legitimacy:

• Pragmatic legitimacy derives from delivering tangible benefits to stakeholders. 
NGOs gain this through effective service provision, capacity building, or policy 
outcomes that clearly improve lives.

• Moral legitimacy is rooted in normative approval—acting in ways that align with 
widely shared values such as justice, human rights, or environmental protection. 
Advocacy NGOs often rely on this form, presenting themselves as ethical actors 
confronting injustice.

• Cognitive legitimacy arises when NGOs become institutionalised and accepted as 
normal parts of governance systems. When their participation in policy consultation 
is taken for granted, legitimacy has become embedded rather than contested.

However, as Bernstein (2011) notes, legitimacy in global governance is never static; it must 
be maintained through performance, transparency, and inclusivity. NGOs often balance 
these forms simultaneously: pragmatic legitimacy to secure donor support, moral legitimacy 
to mobilise public opinion, and cognitive legitimacy to sustain long-term influence. When 
one dimension weakens—such as when donor dependency undermines moral authority—
the others may no longer compensate, triggering crises of credibility.

7. Discussion 
Legitimacy functions as the invisible currency of nonprofit influence. It is what enables 
access to policymaking spaces, sustains public trust, and shields organisations from political 
attack. Yet it is also fragile and reversible. A single scandal, funding controversy, or instance 
of misrepresentation can erode years of credibility. The multidimensional pressures of 
global governance—accountability to donors, expectations of neutrality, and demands for 
representativeness—make maintaining legitimacy an ongoing process of negotiation.
For scholars, legitimacy provides a critical analytical bridge between structural power and 
agency. It links the moral claims of civil society to the political realities of governance, 
revealing how influence depends as much on perceived authenticity as on measurable 
outcomes. For practitioners, legitimacy highlights strategic imperatives: diversifying 
funding to avoid dependency, embedding participatory accountability, ensuring advocacy 
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reflects community voices, and communicating transparently about decision-making 
processes. The challenge lies not only in possessing legitimacy but in performing it—
making it visible, inclusive, and resilient in the face of scrutiny.

8. Conclusion 
The legitimacy of nonprofit organisations in policy engagement is neither inherent nor 
guaranteed. It emerges from the dynamic interplay between representation, accountability, 
and autonomy, and it is continually contested by governments, donors, and publics alike. 
NGOs must navigate the paradox of representing without election, advocating without 
partisanship, and accepting donor support without losing independence.
Building sustainable legitimacy requires ethical reflexivity and institutional innovation. 
Participatory accountability, diversified resource models, and advocacy grounded in 
community realities are essential to maintaining credibility. For scholars, legitimacy remains 
a vital conceptual anchor for analysing the evolving role of NGOs in governance; for 
practitioners, it is a practical imperative for ensuring that influence remains both effective 
and just. Ultimately, the legitimacy of nonprofits depends not on the scale of their reach but 
on the integrity of their relationships—with those they claim to serve and those they seek to 
influence.
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