
http://coa.sagepub.com

Critique of Anthropology 

DOI: 10.1177/0308275X03023002004 
 2003; 23; 175 Critique of Anthropology

Sarah Lister 
 NGO Legitimacy: Technical Issue or Social Construct?

http://coa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/23/2/175
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Critique of Anthropology Additional services and information for 

 http://coa.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://coa.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://coa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/23/2/175 Citations

 by Ana Larcher on October 2, 2009 http://coa.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://coa.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://coa.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.co.uk/journalsPermissions.nav
http://coa.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/23/2/175
http://coa.sagepub.com


NGO Legitimacy
Technical Issue or Social Construct?

Sarah Lister
Institute of Development Studies, UK

Abstract � The legitimacy of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is poorly
theorized in development studies literature, where it is usually seen as depen-
dent on accountability, performance and representativeness. This ‘technical’
approach masks deeper questions about legitimacy – for whom, for what, and
how it is created. This article applies an institutional perspective from organi-
zational theory to the analysis of NGOs. The approach emphasizes the multi-
faceted nature of legitimacy and the effect of organizational environments and
dominant cognitive models on organizational forms and activities. The article
presents legitimacy as socially constructed and raises questions about issues of
power in the attribution of legitimacy. The article concludes by considering how
analysis may be taken beyond institutional approaches and the contribution that
can be made by anthropological perspectives, particularly an understanding of
the role of discourses.
Keywords � development � discourses � institutional theory � legitimacy � NGOs

In recent years, observers from different disciplinary and practitioner
perspectives have highlighted the importance of non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in development. They have argued that NGOs
possess comparative advantages in a variety of roles, including service-
delivery, advocacy and community-based development. These advantages
are said to include greater efficiency, poverty reach and an ability to
encourage widespread participation. Indeed, for many people in the late
1980s and 1990s, the contribution of NGOs was seen as a ‘magic bullet’,
which could be fired off in any direction and would still find its target (see
the review in Edwards and Hulme, 1995, and the critical comment in
Stewart, 1997).

However, as NGOs have gained in popularity with donors and policy-
makers, there has also been a growing questioning of their supposed advan-
tages. This strand of literature is not new (see, for example, Tendler, 1982)
but it has gained in prominence and quantity in recent years. Linked to
doubts about the comparative advantage of NGOs has been increasing
concern about their accountability and representativeness (Biekart, 1999;
Nyamugasira, 1998). This concern has not been confined to academic
literature, but has been given voice in a spate of critical articles in the press
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which suggest that NGOs are more noise than substance and that there is
a ‘backlash against NGOs’.1 They question the right of NGOs, especially
Northern NGOs (NNGOs),2 to be involved in policy formulation and
implementation, and argue that their ‘legitimacy’ as actors in development
processes is in doubt. Indeed, some authors go so far as to suggest that
NNGOs are undergoing a ‘crisis of legitimacy’ (Sogge, 1996). Yet there is
little clarity about the concept of ‘legitimacy’, and few attempts to consider
how it is formed or why it matters.

This article presents an approach to analysing NNGO legitimacy
drawing on an understanding of legitimacy as socially constructed. The
framework was developed to understand the findings of research carried
out into British NGOs in Guatemala in 1998–9 and examples are drawn
from that study (see Lister, 2001). After briefly reviewing the so-called
‘NGO literature’3 on the idea of ‘legitimacy’, concepts from institutional
approaches within organizational theory are presented. The importance
for NGOs of the legitimating environment, the multi-faceted nature of
legitimacy and methods of legitimacy enhancement are discussed. The
article concludes by considering how analysis may be taken beyond insti-
tutional approaches, and the contribution that can be made by anthropo-
logical perspectives, particularly an understanding of the role of discourses.

NGO legitimacy

Although the term ‘legitimacy’ is often used in a number of policy contexts,
it is rarely defined. As Hybels (1995: 241) argues, ‘inherent vagueness’ has
been the success of the concepts of legitimacy and legitimation. Literature
dealing with NGOs tends to be particularly weak in this area. A working
definition of legitimacy as it applies to NGOs has been provided by Edwards
(1999b: 258), who suggests that it is generally understood as:

. . . having the right to be and do something in society – a sense that an
organization is lawful, proper, admissible and justified in doing what it does,
and saying what it says, and that it continues to enjoy the support of an identifi-
able constituency.

Other authors who have written on development and NGOs highlight
different, but related, definitional aspects, including moral justification for
action (Atack, 1999), rightful authority (Saxby, 1996) and grounds for
participation in policy processes (Nelson, 1997).

In the literature dealing with NGOs and development studies, NGO
legitimacy is considered to be complex and dependent on a number of
elements, including legal compliance (Edwards, 1999b); duly constituted
internal authority; consistency between professed mission (values) and
actual behaviour (Edwards, 1999b; Saxby, 1996); representativeness (Eade,
1997; Hudson, 2000; Pearce, 1997); accountability, including appropriate
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governance structures and ‘downward’ accountability (Edwards and
Hulme, 1995; Saxby, 1996); and performance (Eade, 1997; Fowler, 1997;
Pearce, 1997; Saxby, 1996). Of these elements, the three key aspects
emphasized in the literature are accountability, representativeness and
performance.

Many authors highlight the crucial aspect of accountability in provid-
ing legitimacy for NGOs. Saxby (1996), for example, argued that there is a
structural challenge to the legitimacy of Northern service agencies. As their
beneficiaries are in the South and their donors and ‘owners’ in the North,
there is an inherent disjuncture between their core publics, and thus their
claims to legitimacy rest on relations of accountability. To enhance legiti-
macy they must attempt to reduce the organizational distance between
their key publics, and to strengthen the patterns of internal accountability
to them. Edwards and Hulme (1995: 14) also stressed the importance of
accountability, especially for non-membership organizations:

[NGO] claims to legitimacy are premised at least in part on the strength of
their accountability, particularly to the ‘poor’. . . . NGOs do not have to be
member-controlled to be legitimate but they do have to be accountable for
what they do if their claims to legitimacy are to be sustained.

Legitimacy, especially in advocacy work, is often considered to rest on issues
of representativeness. Pearce (1997), for example, suggested that it relates
to the right to represent and the consent of the represented, and is also
directly linked to the effectiveness of the organization. Legitimacy based
on Southern links is also implicit in the work of Wallace et al. (1997).
Hudson (2000) suggests that NNGOs themselves base their legitimacy as
advocates on their experience in the South and their relationships with
Southern partners. Many NNGOs imply that their work in the South is the
basis for their legitimacy, especially for advocacy and policy work in the
North. ActionAid (1999: 2), for example, suggests that:

It is the understanding and credibility that we gain from our grassroots-level
work that will give us the strength to work with the poor to influence local and
national governments and international institutions to respond to their
demands.

The third area emphasized in the literature is performance. Biekart
(1999), for example, roots the so-called ‘crisis of legitimacy’ experienced
by NNGOs in the increasing questioning of the comparative advantages of
‘private aid agencies’. Fowler has also highlighted this, arguing that demon-
strating achievement is the ‘first step on the ladder’ to legitimacy (Fowler,
1997: 183).

It is worth noting that all three concepts – accountability, representa-
tiveness and performance – are difficult and contested areas in the develop-
ment studies literature, although it is not the focus of this article to
examine them. The important point in relation to NGO legitimacy is that
the emphasis and approach in the literature to these elements does not
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explore that contestation but rather suggests a very technical approach to
legitimacy. The suggestion is that a focus on structures and procedures and
‘correct’ activities will ensure legitimacy. It also implies that an organization
either ‘is’ or ‘is not’ legitimate, but fails to ask the crucial questions ‘legiti-
mate to whom?’ and ‘legitimate for what?’. In broader social science litera-
ture, however, legitimacy is often regarded as something which is socially
constructed and given meaning by the normative framework within which
it exists (Beetham, 1991). A review of organizational theory suggests that
there might be further concepts in this literature which would be helpful
in analysing NGO legitimacy. Although in this literature too there is an
overall lack of clarity about the concept, Suchman provides a useful broad-
based inclusive definition of legitimacy, which draws on several different
theoretical traditions:

Legitimacy is a generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an
entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed
system of norms, values, beliefs and definitions. (Suchman, 1995: 574)

The concept of legitimacy is most prominent within institutional theory.
This is an interpretive school of organizational theory which stresses the
importance of acceptance by the environment of an organization and the
role played by institutional environments in determining organizational
structure and behaviour. These environments are seen as the socially
constructed normative worlds in which organizations exist. Institutional
environments are considered to include the rules and belief systems as well
as the relational networks that arise in the broader societal context (Meyer
and Scott, 1992). The institutional theory literature, and some of the
earlier work on which it draws, highlight three aspects of organizational
legitimacy which are missing from the NGO and development studies
literatures: the importance of the legitimating environment; the multi-
faceted nature of legitimacy; and enhancement of legitimacy through
identification with symbols. An exploration of these three aspects can assist
with an understanding of NNGO behaviour.

The legitimating environments of NNGOs
A key element of institutional theory is the emphasis on the social construc-
tion of an organization’s legitimizing environment. A comparison of the
definitions of legitimacy by Edwards and Suchman (above) reveals that the
emphasis on the social construction of the organization’s environment
which defines legitimacy within organizational theory is missing from the
understanding of the concept in the NGO literature. Recent writing on
NGOs has stressed the role of values in legitimacy (Edwards, 1999b).
However, institutional theory places greater emphasis on other aspects of
the socially constructed environment as well: ‘Not norms and values
but taken-for-granted scripts, rules and classifications are the stuff of
which institutions are made’ (DiMaggio and Powell, 1991: 15). These
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taken-for-granted scripts, rules and classifications or, as Scott phrased it, the
‘dominant cognitive models’ (Scott, 1994: 33), are considered central to
organizational legitimacy.

Institutional theory recognizes that organizations’ environments are
not homogeneous. As institutional, and other organizational, theorists have
pointed out, organizations relate to a number of audiences, or stakehold-
ers, and have various constituencies, both internal and external (Meyer and
Scott, 1992). Not only do different organizations operate within slightly
different environments, each organization operates within a number of
environments with different stakeholders. These include donor organiza-
tions, the NNGO’s supporters, its Southern partners and its beneficiaries.

The multi-faceted nature of legitimacy
Institutional theory identifies three types of legitimacy related to the pillars
of institutional environments suggested by Scott (1995): regulatory, cogni-
tive and normative. Regulatory legitimacy is dependent on conformity with
the regulatory institutions, rules and laws that exist to ensure stability and
order. Normative legitimacy requires congruence between the values
pursued by organizations and wider ‘societal’ values. Cognitive legitimacy
is related to conformity to established cognitive structures in ‘society’, what
is often described as having ‘taken-for-granted’ status (Kostova and Zaheer,
1999). Suchman (1995) also identified the broad category of pragmatic
legitimacy which rests on the self-interest of an organization’s audience.

The understanding in the literature that legitimacy is multi-faceted,
with different types of legitimacy and different legitimizing audiences, is
useful for developing a more nuanced understanding of NNGO legitimacy.
Drawing on Woodward et al.’s (1996) breakdown of organizational stake-
holders, Table 1 represents an attempt to disaggregate an NNGO’s legiti-
macy by different types of legitimacy, according to different ‘audiences’, or
stakeholders, in the organization. Although there is inevitably considerable
generalization here, such an exercise demonstrates the wide range of
potential sources of legitimacy. It shows that an NNGO’s legitimacy is
immensely complex and there are many different factors which contribute
to different types of legitimacy with different stakeholders.

Different stakeholders of an agency will take into account different
characteristics or behaviours in building up perceptions of that agency’s
legitimacy. It is perhaps obvious that the approaches, interests and percep-
tions of the stakeholders, not the agency, determine which characteristics
create legitimacy. However, this reflects a very different understanding of
legitimacy from that which is usually used in development and policy
circles, where legitimacy is assumed to rest on the characteristics of the
agency.

Regulatory legitimacy is, perhaps, the type of legitimacy most
consistent between different stakeholders, with differences dependent on
the physical location of the stakeholders (‘Does the agency conform
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Table 1 A NNGO’s legitimacy by type and audience

Stakeholders Regulatory (based on law, Pragmatic (based on self- Normative (based on Cognitive (based on 
conforming to legal interest, conforming to evaluation, conforming to cognition, conforming to 
requirements) demands) ideals) models)

Donor Organizations – Financial accountability Service-delivery Links Poverty reduction Operates within current 
Bi/multilateral donor Appropriate governance with Southern Efficient organization development paradigm
(DFID/EU) Charity status organizations – partnership etc. 

South is good 
Culture of development
Development Club. 
Uses right language

Private supporters & Financial accountability Opportunity for giving Helping the Poor Aid is good
wider public Appropriate governance (with whatever Justice.
(via media) Charity status motivation) Fighting poverty

Ideological aspects 
(religious/Left)

Target of advocacy e.g. Appropriate governance Approval of NGOs leads Likely to be conflictual Representative
World Bank, WTO (legally constituted to own (stakeholder) relationship so little Professionally skilled

organization) legitimacy normative Uses right language
congruence/
legitimacy

SNGOs (partners) Financial accountability Funding Poverty reduction Respectful relationship
?Registered in country Contacts Ideology Consultative

Support Political view of Equality
Training development Local experience
Technically skilled ‘Empowering’

Continued
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Table 1 Continued

Stakeholders Regulatory (based on law, Pragmatic (based on self- Normative (based on Cognitive (based on 
conforming to legal interest, conforming to evaluation, conforming to cognition, conforming to 
requirements) demands) ideals) models)

Southern governments Registered in country Service delivery Poverty reduction Contextually appropriate
Funding Resource-bringing
Training Non-threatening
Technically skilled

Beneficiaries Financial probity Technically skilled Free from unwelcome ‘Culturally appropriate’ 
Efficient service- political/religious assistance.

deliverers overtones ‘Empowering’
Poverty reduction

Employees Financial accountability Employment Ideology Language and practice 
Conformity to Poverty reduction common within 

employment laws development NGO 
circles 
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appropriately to our local regulatory environment?’) and the relationship
of the stakeholders themselves to the regulatory authorities. For example,
if a Southern partner organization is in conflict with local regulatory
bodies, perhaps due to the overbearing or controlling nature of state regu-
lation, then a NNGO’s good relationship with those same bodies will not
enhance its legitimacy with them, in fact it may even damage it. A good
relationship on the part of the NNGO, however, will lead to greater regu-
latory legitimacy with the government of that country. Pragmatic legiti-
macy is also affected by the position of the stakeholders and their
self-interest (‘Does this agency do what we want it to?’). Thus a large-scale
donor may be looking for a NNGO that is able to fulfil a large service
delivery contract, perhaps with national reach. However, a beneficiary is
likely only to be interested in the quality of service in a particular location.

Perhaps the greatest differences between various stakeholders in the
constituent elements of legitimacy is in the areas of normative and cogni-
tive legitimacy. Although these types of legitimacy have been separated in
Figure 1, in practice it is sometimes hard to distinguish between them, so
for the rest of the discussion these types will be treated together. Norma-
tive and cognitive legitimacy is based on congruence between the ideals
and ‘mental models’ of the stakeholders and the agency (Not just ‘Do we
agree with the vision of this agency?’ but ‘Is this agency “one of us”?’).
There is thus great scope for differences between the perceptions of
different stakeholders, and the potential for tension within agencies when
legitimacy with one set of stakeholders is in contradiction with legitimacy
with others. This is explored in more detail below.

Identification with legitimate symbols
Dowling and Pfeffer (1975) argue that organizations identify with certain
symbols in order to enhance their own legitimacy. Potent symbols for the
seven organizations studied as part of this research in Guatemala were ‘the
South’, ‘the local’ and ‘partners’.

Although the terms ‘the South’ and ‘the North’ were frequently
referred to by people within NNGOs, there was little consideration of
exactly where these places were, or who ‘Southerners’ and ‘Northerners’
might be, although there were certain assumptions about what ‘Southern-
ness’ or ‘Northern-ness’ consisted of. Even though there is a growing recog-
nition that such terms are not really relevant to places, so much as to
structures and contexts (for example, Edwards, 1999a: 8), there is less of a
discussion as to the results of the homogeneity assumed by such terms.
While they might be useful as a shorthand, the use of the terms ‘the North’
and ‘the South’ is a reification which serves to perpetuate an us/them
dualist distinction and can lead to unacceptable levels of generalization.
This is a trap frequently fallen into by NNGO workers and advisers. Fowler,
for example, suggests a number of characteristics of ‘the North’ and ‘the
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South’, which imply that there are unitary Northern and Southern
‘cultures’:

• The North’s individualism does not match Southern collectivism . . .
• The North favours short-term results . . .
• Generally speaking, the North prioritizes effective delivery over caring, the

South caring over effective delivery . . . (Fowler, 1997: 72)

This tendency was observed in the Guatemala study in the value judge-
ments made about ‘the North’ and ‘the South’ and the imputation of
greater ‘legitimacy’ to ‘Southern’ individuals and organizations than
‘Northern’ ones, by virtue of their ‘Southern-ness’ alone. It tended to be
assumed that ‘Southerners’ had a deeper understanding of poverty, its
causes, effects and remedies, than ‘Northerners’, even if certain ‘South-
erners’ have less actual experience of such conditions than some ‘North-
erners’. At its worst, this tendency manifested itself as a crude type of
identity politics, which could sometimes be seen to be operating within and
between NGOs. Thus, in the context of this study, there was a tendency to
consider the fact of consultation of ‘Southerners’ and ‘Southern organi-
zations’ sufficient. This was necessarily ‘good’, without any further ques-
tioning of which individuals or organizations were consulted and who was
being encouraged to participate and why.

A second construct relevant to this study, and related to value judge-
ments towards ‘the South’, is the tendency to treat anything described as
‘local’ as being beyond criticism and having an almost ‘holy’ inviolability.
While it is absent from the NGO literature, the problematic nature of ‘local-
ness’ has long been recognized in anthropological literature. The import-
ant, yet questionable, nature of ‘the local’ as a construct for NGOs was
recognized by Fisher (1997: 454) when he suggested that:

Amid their wide range of translocal connections, all NGO practices remain
discursively constructed through reference to the ‘local’. Yet while a notion of
the local remains centrally important to the legitimacy of NGOs it is frustrat-
ingly illusive [sic].

This problem has recently been discussed in development studies litera-
ture. It was, for example, touched on by Crewe and Harrison when they
asked ‘But who are the “local” people exactly? And what makes local people
local?’ (Crewe and Harrison, 1998: 156). Mohan and Stokke (2000: 249)
have recently explicitly discussed the ‘tendency to essentialise and roman-
ticise “the local” ’ and linked it directly to the discourse of ‘participation’.
Forbes’s (1999) case study of opposition to the Arun dam in Nepal provides
an example of the difficulty of defining ‘the local’. She examined ways in
which ‘local’ identity became an important basis of legitimacy in that
struggle, but was complex to determine.

It was notable that references to ‘the partners’ were frequently made
by the NNGOs, especially those at head office level, to justify actions of
many various types. Reasons were frequently given for situations and
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actions, using the partners’ assumed wishes to justify the agency’s own
plans. Issues were automatically settled and seen as beyond question if they
could be claimed to be either for the partner’s benefit, or to prevent the
partner from encountering problems, whether or not the partner had been
consulted on this issue.

The means of identification with these symbols were varied, but
included the use of legitimated vocabulary (Meyer and Rowan, 1977), and
certain organizational changes, for example the ‘internationalising of
governance’, which is a goal of a number of NNGOs. ActionAid, for
example, explicitly links its governance strategies to the enhancement of
legitimacy:

Our legitimacy and influence as an international organization can be further
strengthened if the governance is also gender balanced and internationalised
in its composition. (ActionAid, 1999: 19)

Beyond institutional theory

Legitimacy for whom?
A weakness of an institutional theory approach, however, is that it does not
provide useful concepts for exploring which people or institutions define
the cognitive models that hold sway in an organization’s environments.
Moreover, it tends not to highlight the fact that legitimacy with different
stakeholders may have different levels of importance for an organization.
The whole issue of ‘power’ is largely missing from institutional theory, a
failing that is common to the range of organizational theory literature
which deals with inter-organizational relationships (Hewitt, 2000).

However, adopting a perspective which stresses the environmental defi-
nition of legitimacy, it is possible to consider that an organization’s
constituencies might have conflicting interests. It is thus feasible to
consider that an organization has legitimacy based on different aspects with
different stakeholders and that an organization’s legitimacy with one stake-
holder might not be compatible with its legitimacy with another, as
suggested above. This allows for an exploration of ‘which legitimacy
matters’ and the relative ‘weights’ of different organizational stakeholders
in determining legitimacy. This could usefully be the subject of future
research, but a first step might be the identification of the effect of
different normative and cognitive elements in an organization’s environ-
ments which enhance legitimacy with different stakeholders. Tables 2 and
3 break down legitimacy for two British agencies in the Guatemala study:
an evangelical Christian organization (‘Organization A’) and a ‘solidarity’
group (‘Organization B’) respectively.

Table 2 looks at the normative and cognitive legitimacy with different
stakeholders related to Organization A’s religious roots and approaches.
This organization is strongly evangelical, its stated mission is:
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. . . to serve Jesus Christ by enabling those who share evangelical Christian
beliefs to bring good news to the poor.

A statement of ‘mission, beliefs, values and strategy’ notes that:

We are committed to Christ in all we do and in all we are . . . to this end we are

185

Lister: NGO Legitimacy

Table 2 Normative and cognitive factors by stakeholder in the legitimacy
of an evangelical organization (‘Organization A’)

Stakeholder category Organization-specific Normative and cognitive elements in 
stakeholders environment, and effects on legitimacy 

Donor Maybe negative? However changes taking
organizations place in donor views on ‘faith-based 

organisations’

Private supporters Evangelical Proselytism – ‘Preaching Good News to 
& wider public churches and the Poor’
(via media) their members Doing God’s will by relieving suffering. 

Very positive. Organisation A receives a 
large proportion of its funding from 
private individuals.

Target of advocacy As other NNGOs, Maybe negative if thought to represent 
e.g. World fundamentalist interests.
Bank, WTO

SNGOs (partners) Churches and Encouraging them to adopt a ‘holistic 
church-based gospel’
organizations ‘Brothers and sisters’ within worldwide 

Christian family. Facilitating a link 
between churches worldwide. Very 
positive

Southern Maybe negative if seen to represent 
governments minority interests

Beneficiaries Can be negative if considered partisan in 
approach, or to tie aid to religious 
conformity/conversion. Often strongly
positive to evangelical beneficiaries – 
‘brothers and sisters in Christ’

Employees Tend to be Strongly positive for many 
evangelicals evangelicals, contributes to a sense of 

‘calling’ and ‘mission’. Can be 
alienating for non-evangelicals or 
those who do not conform in theology 
or lifestyle
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committed to the Bible . . . to the poor . . . the whole person . . . to justice . . .
to prayer . . .

Its Southern partners are primarily evangelical Christian groups and
churches, and the research in the Guatemala study showed that the evan-
gelical nature of Organization A was a strong factor in its legitimacy with
its partners. In some cases, partners talked about Organization A very
favourably in comparison with other British Christian NGOs, which were
not seen to be such desirable Northern partners as a result of their
perceived ‘weaker’ approach to Christianity. Organization A’s approach,
however, had a mixed effect on employees of the organization. Some
reported feeling somewhat alienated, either by organizational practices
(including, for example, frequent prayer meetings) or perceived
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Table 3 Normative and cognitive factors by stakeholder in the legitimacy
of a solidarity organization (Organization B)

Stakeholder Organization-specific Normative and cognitive elements in 
stakeholders environment, and effects on legitimacy 

Donor NNGOs (e.g. CIIR/ General sympathy with left-ist approach. 
organizations ActionAid) Concern about confrontational aspects 

and simplistic understanding of 
complex political and social issues.

Private supporters Positive, but ‘generation’ split.
& wider public 
(via media)

Target of advocacy British Government Tendency towards confrontation 
/EU negative. Change to Labour 

government has revealed change of 
attitude.

SNGOs (partners) Generally positive, although increasing 
concern with financial support rather 
than ‘international solidarity’.

Southern government Negative during conflict. Guatemalan 
Embassy in UK not prepared to meet 
with solidarity group because of 
support for guerrillas. Probably some 
residual suspicion.

Beneficiaries Organization has limited contact with 
beneficiaries.

Employee(s) Also volunteers Very positive.
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condemnation of their lifestyle choices. One informant discussed the
‘culture clash’ when he first began working in the organization.

The research did not specifically explore the effect of Organization A’s
evangelicalism on the legitimacy perceived by donors or other stakehold-
ers, but suggestions are made in Table 2 about the possible effects. It might,
however, be too simplistic to assume that the organization’s evangelicalism
would necessarily have a negative effect on secular organizations. In recent
years, bilateral and multilateral organizations (most notably the World
Bank) have begun to pay increasing attention to the role of ‘faith-based
organizations’ in development. Organization A’s ability to relate to large
numbers of church organizations might well be seen, therefore, as increas-
ingly important within new conceptions of development, and actually
increase that organization’s legitimacy. This serves to illustrate the point
that not only is legitimacy multi-faceted, but it is also dynamic, and may
increase or decrease over time as normative and cognitive views of ‘develop-
ment’ change.

Organization B is a solidarity group formed in 1994 by individuals who
wished to provide support to those struggling during the Guatemalan civil
war. There was an explicit recognition at the time of its formation that this
would include support for the guerrilla forces.4 As the political situation in
Guatemala and the membership of Organization B have changed, the
emphasis within the organization has shifted and there are currently no
political links with any political party or organization.

Nonetheless, at the time of the research, the perceived alignment and
alliances of the organization continued to have a noticeable effect on the
legitimacy of the organization with different stakeholders. Some donor
organizations (which were mostly NNGOs), while having general sympathy
for the leftist approach of Organization B, were ambivalent about the
organization. They were concerned about how its historical and ideological
roots contributed to a continuing tendency to confrontation and over-
simplification of issues. In contrast, however, this history strongly rein-
forced the legitimacy of the organization for many of the volunteers who
facilitated the running of the organization through their efforts. There was,
however, a ‘generation-split’ within the organization. Older members
placed greater importance on this history as the organization’s raison d’être
and emphasized the importance of maintaining links with ex-revolutionary
groups. Younger and newer members were more concerned with support-
ing Guatemalan organizations campaigning against current human rights
abuses, whether or not they were traditional ‘solidarity partners’.

The discussion of Organizations A and B shows the potential for
conflict between normative and cognitive elements which produce legiti-
macy for one set of stakeholders but not another. Such an analysis of the
different bases for normative and cognitive legitimacy with different stake-
holders might be a first step in analysis of ‘which legitimacy’ matters to an
organization and affects its strategic choices.
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Institutional theory and anthropology
There are several areas where the perspectives from institutional theory
and anthropology overlap and can be seen to be complementary, even
though these links are not explicitly examined in the relevant academic
literatures. The institutional theorists’ understanding of the environment
as ‘an evolving set of rationalized patterns, models or cultural schemes’
(Meyer, 1994: 33) has many similarities with concepts, couched in different
language, within anthropology.

While institutional theorists do not use the term ‘discourse’, they make
reference to ‘taken-for-granted scripts, rules and classifications’, ‘cognitive
constructs’ and ‘rational myths’. Institutional theorists claim these exert
pressure on organizations from their environments and determine their
legitimacy. In many ways these constructs can be equated with an under-
standing of the concept of ‘discourse’ held by anthropologists working
within development: ‘Discourse is here defined as an ensemble of ideas,
concepts and categories through which meaning is given to phenomena.
Discourses frame certain problems; that is, they distinguish some aspects of
a situation rather than others’ (Hajer, quoted in Gasper and Apthorpe,
1996: 2).

Organizational legitimacy can be considered to depend on conformity
with dominant discourses. As Grillo (1997: 12) argued, ‘A discourse [e.g.
of development] identifies appropriate and legitimate ways of practising
development as well as speaking and thinking about it.’ Legitimate organi-
zations are thus those whose behaviour is seen to conform to dominant
discourses and approaches to development. Illegitimate organizations are
those which do not. Institutional theory asserts that identification with
certain symbols enhances an organization’s legitimacy. However, insti-
tutional theory is vague about how such symbols are created and gain legit-
imacy. Anthropologists might consider that these symbols, such as ‘the
South’, ‘the local’ and ‘partners’ are defined by dominant discourses in the
field.

Institutional theorists also suggest that rational myths and ceremonial
activity affect organizational behaviour, rather than technical demands and
‘efficiency’ considerations. Rational myths and ceremonial activity can be
considered to arise from discourses which set the parameters within which
activity with ritual significance is considered validating. Thus it is argued
here that legitimacy is implicit in the concept of discourse and is a mechan-
ism through which discourses shape organizational practices. Organiza-
tional legitimacy is the ‘reward’ for activity which conforms to dominant
discourses, and illegitimacy is the sanction.
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Conclusions

The discussion above has highlighted a number of ways that institutional
theory can assist in analysing NGO legitimacy. The perspective presented
emphasizes the multi-faceted nature of legitimacy and the effect of organi-
zational environments and dominant cognitive models on organizational
forms and activities. It also considers the dynamic nature of legitimacy,
suggesting that organizations actively attempt to increase their legitimacy
through identification with certain symbols.

The discussion of legitimacy from an organizational theory standpoint
has shown how important it is to consider a complex view of legitimacy.
The rather simplistic approach to legitimacy in the development studies
literature dealing with NGOs tends to conceal deeper issues related to legit-
imacy. NGO theorists argue that legitimacy rests on some combination of
accountability, performance and representativeness. This very ‘technical’
approach implies that the correct organizational structures and procedures
will ensure legitimacy. However, it masks important questions such as ‘legit-
imacy for whom?’ and ‘does some legitimacy matter more than other legit-
imacy?’ From an institutional theory perspective, legitimacy is threatened
when an organization fails to conform to its environments’ expectations of
it. An analysis of the constructs within an organization’s environments and
a consideration of what type of legitimacy is being questioned by which
audiences may reveal a more nuanced understanding of some of the para-
doxes surrounding NNGOs.

There are, however, weaknesses in institutional theory, particularly in
relation to an understanding of power. Thus, an understanding – which
anthropologists may be able to contribute to – of legitimacy as a mechan-
ism through which discourses impact on organizations may be a first step
to exploring issues of power within and between development organiza-
tions and their clients.

Notes

The analysis in this article was carried out at the Centre for Civil Society, Depart-
ment of Social Policy, London School of Economics. The input of Dr David Lewis
and the financial support of the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) are
gratefully acknowledged.

1 See, for example, ‘NGOs: Sins of the Secular Missionaries’, The Economist, 29
January 2000 and ‘The Backlash against NGOs’, Prospect, April 2000.

2 The term NNGO is used broadly and, following common practice, refers to
non-statutory, non-profit-distributing organizations which have their origin
and ownership in the ‘developed world’ and are concerned with development,
relief and advocacy in the ‘developing world’.

3 See Lewis (1999) for a description of the ‘NGO literature’.
4 The Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG)
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