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NGO LEGITIMACY: FOUR MODELS

Erla Thrandardottir

This paper examines the legitimacy of NGOs in the context of international politics. Legitimacy is

increasingly associated with NGOs in the role of political actors on a global stage. However, conceptu-

alisation of NGO legitimacy is unclear in the literature. The paper proposes four legitimacy models to

clarify how their legitimacy is theorised: the market model, the social change model, the new institu-

tionalism model, and the critical model. The paper’s argument is that the models represent four differ-

ent schools of thought on NGO legitimacy each with a different understanding of NGOs’ role in the

international system. Each model is discussed based on the theoretical premises they adapt, the legiti-

macy criteria and the arguments this generates, and the conclusions they make about the legitimate

role of NGOs at the international level. The models provide a heuristic starting point for exploring how

NGOs can be theorised as legitimate (rightful and credible) actors in international structures.

You may love them or loathe them, but are they legitimate? Governments, intergovern-
mental bureaucrats, and global corporations are all well aware of the impact NGOs can have on
their affairs. Their heightened attention to NGOs’ impact on global affairs poses challenging
questions about NGOs’ legitimacy. Who invited NGOs to the global party? Whom or what
do they represent? And in what context are we to understand their legitimacy? The mechan-
isms normally applied to determine the legitimacy of actors in the public and private sectors
(i.e., elections and principal-agent contracts) do not seem to apply to NGOs. Likewise, NGOs are
not trying to be elected representatives; nor are they seeking profits from their work. So what
are NGOs doing that requires legitimation? What is it that defines NGOs as actors that need
legitimacy?

In seeking to shed some light on these questions, I propose four models to frame the
discussion in the literature on the issue of NGO legitimacy. These are the market model, the
social change model, the new institutional model, and the critical model. The models are pro-
posed as heuristic frameworks to explore how NGO legitimacy is theorised in the literature and
how this affects the evaluation of their legitimate role in global politics. The literature I draw on
is NGO specific and selected based on its relevance to the discussion at hand, that is, how
NGOs can be included as legitimate actors in global forums with something to offer that is
different from states and corporations.

Exploring the legitimacy of NGOs as global actors is a direct challenge to conceptions of
state sovereignty and the prevailing explanations of who can make new rules and preside over
them in the international system (Clark 2007a). The emergent transnational public spheres of
globalisation have created new publics and expanded the political audiences (Crack 2013).
These new publics introduce different categories of constituents that trivialise sovereignty
and challenge states as the only legitimate actors in global politics. This has introduced com-
peting conceptions of legitimacy, some of which suggest that new global actors can ‘act as a
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solvent against the strictures of sovereignty’ (Charnovitz 2006: 348). Some scholars argue that
NGOs can restore institutional chains of communication in polities where the public has
become democratically disengaged (Lang 2012). However, failure of NGOs to deliver on
their promises, local politics, and differing normative priorities has caused others to focus
on the constituents of NGOs and whose voices, interests, and values are being represented
(Halpin and McLaverty 2010; Jeater 2011; Walton 2013).

Whether NGOs are theorised as representatives of universal values or global publics,
their rise to prominence is echoed at all levels of governance (Committee of Ministers 2007;
Short 1999; United Nations 2004). This puts pressure on NGOs to explain and defend their
legitimacy: ‘How long can NGOs afford to turn a blind eye to the nagging demand that they
improve their legitimacy while at the same time run the increasing risk that states will take
the initiative to impose their own criteria on them?’ (Kamminga 2007: 195). The variety of
approaches to NGO legitimacy raises a question about how to prioritise the criteria of evalu-
ation. Should NGO legitimacy be measured according to democratic values, moral arguments,
or contractual obligations? Another specific problem is the shortcoming between domestic
and international legitimacy, which revolves around NGOs’ difficulty in establishing legal val-
idity at the international level (Charnovitz 2006: 356; Kissling 2008). This has created a problem
for the theorisation of NGO legitimacy because it highlights the interconnectedness of legality
and legitimacy and in so doing raises difficult questions about how to understand NGO legiti-
macy at the international level.

Before discussing the models, a short note is offered on the term NGO and the concept
of legitimacy and how they are used in this paper.

There are many definitions of NGOs in the literature. These definitions use a varied voca-
bulary to describe their unit of analysis—for example, civil society organisations, non-profits,
etc.—sometimes reflecting the theoretical propositions implied about NGOs’ purpose and
role (Götz 2008; Jordan and Tuijl 2006; Vakil 1997). However, there are common features
that constitute a unit of analysis and justify using a single term, NGO, to cover all these var-
ieties. Two commonly referenced definitions are Salamon and Anheier’s structural definition,
rooted in a domestic context, and the UN ECOSOC definition, rooted in an international
context (Salamon and Anheier 1997: 33–4; Willetts 2011: 6 –8). Based on these, the term
NGO is used in this paper to refer to: (a) organisations whose purpose is for the public
good, but not governmental or profitable in nature and (b) that these organisations fulfil
the minimum legal requirements of the regulatory regimes they comply with. The models
reflect different terminologies and this is listed in Table 1 (located towards the end of the
paper), but the term NGO is used throughout to provide consistency.

Legitimacy is a complex concept and applying it to NGOs is not a straightforward exer-
cise. At its most basic level legitimacy indicates two things, (a) that an entity is lawful and (b)
that an entity is credible. This can sometimes cause confusion as an entity’s credibility does not
always go with it being lawful and vice versa. Nuances in these meanings are highlighted by
the models. The organisation of the literature has been informed by Beetham’s theory on legit-
imation of power, which encompasses both normative and social aspects of the concept. By
emphasising a broad understanding of legitimacy, the paper teases out different dimensions
of legitimacy, including both reasons for legitimacy and perceptions of legitimacy, thus reflect-
ing the dual meaning of the concept (Beetham 1991 [2013]). The purpose of applying a broad
understanding of legitimacy is to reflect the wide range of legitimacy criteria presented in the
models, such as legality, representation, and accountability. What I wish to stress here is that
the models offer a spectrum of theories that highlight this dual meaning and a range of
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legitimacy criteria. The ultimate aim of applying legitimacy to NGOs is to look for answers on
whether, and how, they can be included as legitimate actors in global politics.

The models are a way to organise the literature and facilitate a comparison between
different approaches, and thus provide a spectrum of legitimate NGO roles. The models are
used as frameworks to explore theories and arguments that can help advance our understand-
ing of NGO legitimacy. For example, is NGO legitimacy constituted (social change model), or
conferred (new international model), regarded as a function of markets (market model), or
about political empowerment (critical model)? The purpose of the paper is to highlight four
distinct understandings of NGO legitimacy that can explain NGOs’ role in global politics.
These are about (a) the efficiency NGOs bring to the spending of public funds as deliverers
of welfare services; (b) NGOs as an associational form that enables democracy and thus
improves the quality of society; (c) NGOs’ ability to bring about normative change in inter-
national institutions; and (d) NGOs facilitating representation of marginalised people (or
causes) in the international system. Each model also evaluates NGOs’ legitimate role as
being apolitical, semi-political, or political.

The models will be discussed in the following order, the market model, the social change
model, the new institutional model, and the critical model. The paper concludes with a brief
discussion to tease out the main points from each model. Table 1 provides a comprehensive
overview of the models.

The Market Model

The market model provides a framework for analysing the role of NGOs in the context of
market economies. NGOs are theorised as private actors that can offer alternative ways to
deliver governmental services and policies, whether domestic or international. The shared fea-
tures of the market model are characterised by supply and demand analysis, accountability
measures, and legitimacy understood as credibility in the context of market economies.

The role of NGOs is viewed as auxiliary to, and under the tutelage of, states. The overall
focus is on analysing how NGOs function in the context of market economies with emphasis on
their utility and shared goals. Arguments presented in market model theories claim that NGOs
either have a comparative advantage over, or a complementary function to states and IGOs for
delivering programmes and policies (Gidron et al. 1992: 5–8; Weisbrod 1998). This (market
economy) contextualisation of NGO legitimacy entails focusing on NGOs’ ability to deliver
welfare services and policies, often through contractual arrangements. Because the emphasis
is on analysing the functional utility of NGOs, the market model does not challenge state sover-
eignty; rather it reinforces it. Subsequently, NGOs’ legitimate role is theorised as apolitical.

There are two things to highlight: the functional emphasis on NGOs’ role, and the
accountability emphasis on their legitimacy.

Frumkin’s functional theory provides a good insight into a supply and demand analysis
of NGOs. Frumkin makes a distinction between NGOs having a role as either public organis-
ations (demand-side) or private organisations (supply-side) (Frumkin 2002: 177). On the one
hand is the demand-side, which focuses on public utility and NGOs’ ability to meet the
needs of their beneficiaries ‘[in an area] where the market and the state cannot or will not
go’ (Frumkin 2002: 176). On the other hand is the supply-side, which focuses on the people
working in, or alongside, the sector (such as donors and social entrepreneurs) and how they
drive the sector forward. Frumkin argues that NGOs need to keep the demand and supply
sides in balance to avoid antagonising supporters by appearing either too commercial, too
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political, or too particularistic (Frumkin 2002: 27). Frumkin’s theory highlights the usefulness of
contextualising NGOs in markets because it offers an analysis of the limits of the voluntary
sector vis-à-vis the state. It also underscores that the line between non-profit organisations
and for-profit businesses can be thin (Phills 2005).

However, Frumkin’s theory does not (nor is it intended to) address the role of NGOs at
the international level. Globalisation and growing visibility of NGOs as global actors raise new
challenges for analysing their legitimacy. Holding NGOs to account for their actions globally
brings to the fore a particular challenge on how we are to understand NGO legitimacy at
the international level; namely what is their global constituency and to whom are NGOs
accountable (Charnovitz 2006). Answering these questions is problematic since what counts
as ‘a public’ at the international level is highly contested (Eriksen and Sending 2013; Lang
2012).

Brown (2008) confronts the accountability dilemma by suggesting a framework for
managing the credibility of NGOs through peer review. According to Brown, NGO legitimacy
should rest on how NGOs manage their credibility as a sector at the international level.
Brown’s credibility theory proposes a self-regulatory mechanism in the form of peer review,
as opposed to elections and principal-agent formats, which enables NGOs to manage their
legitimacy as a sector (Brown 2008).

One result of Brown’s credibility theory is the International NGO Accountability Charter
and its regulatory supplement, the Global Reporting Initiative (INGO Accountability Charter
2005; INGO Accountability Charter 2014: 3). Whilst the Charter is a pledge, the reporting
scheme is a two hundred pages long document that outlines how to measure NGOs’ account-
ability in terms of values proposition, governance, and programme effectiveness (Global
Reporting Initiative 2011: 7). Both centre on NGO accountability as a response to legitimacy
problems set forth by donors (or those in power). The target audience for the regulatory sup-
plement are listed to be: ‘ . . . organizations researching the accountability of NGOs, decision-
makers from the government and corporate sectors, other NGOs, existing and potential
donors, partners, and affected stakeholders’ (Global Reporting Initiative 2011: 6). Likewise,
the Charter lists many powerful entities (states, media, donors) in relation to whom NGOs
are accountable to. This indicates that their accountability is a response to expectations
from authoritative entities.

Furthermore, NGO legitimacy analysed as credibility is about managing reputation. Criti-
cism that can damage NGOs’ reputation as a sector is more likely to come from someone
powerful than someone who is powerless. NGOs’ effort to set up the Charter and its regulatory
supplement is a response to criticism about their legitimacy, from those in power (Kamminga
2007). In meeting the demands of their critics with such elaborate measures, NGOs imply that
they are seeking approval in order to legitimise their role at the international level. The danger
is that NGOs start to focus on obtaining endorsements from donors to legitimise their power
and secure their role, which can desensitise NGOs to the accountability responsibilities they
have towards their less powerful stakeholders. (And possibly distort it by letting donors
define NGO legitimacy through agenda setting.)

The downside of creating sharp accountability measures is that it biases NGOs’ response
to deal with criticism from those on the supply side in Frumkin’s theory—and in meeting their
expectations, reinforce the interests of those in power. Another downside of accountability
well defined, is internal to NGOs. As the boundaries of decision-making are pushed towards
for-profit understandings, the balance of power tilts in favour of trustees and executive com-
mittees at the expense of beneficiaries (Frumkin 2002: 7; Hone 1989).
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The market model may be well suited to analyse NGOs that are not organised around
or centred on members, that is, where members play a passive role as donors rather than
activists or private foundations involved in philanthropy. The shortcomings of the market
model are its failure to deliver analytically on the social, normative, and political dimen-
sions of NGO legitimacy (Ebrahim 2009; Gidron et al. 1992: 28). These aspects are discussed
in the other models. The market model legitimises an apolitical and functional role and
downplays NGOs’ politically ambitious objectives, thus only partially explaining NGO
legitimacy.

The Social Change Model

The social change model highlights the link between legitimacy and democracy. The
premise underlying the defining features of the social change model is freedom of association.
The role of NGOs is legitimised as a dutiful civic role that is essential to a liberal democratic
system and seen as intrinsically good for society. NGO legitimacy thus understood is constitu-
tive and generated internally rather than conferred onto NGOs by external entities. Because of
the assumption that NGOs are constitutive actors, many of the theories under to the social
change model apply ‘bottom-up’ approaches to analyse NGOs’ distinct role in society
(Clemens 2006; Hilton et al. 2010; Putnam 2000).

The social change model emphasises NGOs as independent entities of the third sector.
The parameters of the NGO sector were established by Salamon and Anheier’s (1997) universal
classification system. The system emphasises the size and independence of the sector as a rival
force in society. It has generated numerous cross-country studies, undertaken to establish the
size of the sector in various countries, and to provide quantitative underpinnings to NGOs as a
global force (Anheier and Katz 2004; Kendall and Knapp 1996). In addition to raising the profile
of NGOs as new, international, and powerful actors, it has also triggered concerns about their
legitimacy.

The social change model raises specific questions about how to understand NGO legiti-
macy in global forums. The questions revolve around NGOs’ representativeness and their con-
stitutiveness. Is the collective voice of NGOs dependent on the active participation of their
members, or does the force of their argument suffice? (O’Neill 2001) That is, if NGOs are pro-
viding legitimacy to intergovernmental institutions as representatives of ‘global public opinion’
how should their representativeness be understood? (Slim 2002; United Nations 2004; Willetts
2006) And if NGOs are to be ‘agents of democracy’ that can ‘provide a link between the gov-
erned and those doing the governing’ to what degree does their interaction with members
matter? (Halpin 2009: 70–7, 261)

The issue of representation is problematic for NGOs because, as Brown points out, they
are neither states nor for profit thus the existing mechanisms of accountability do not apply
(Brown 2008). There are two competing explanations for the representativeness of NGOs,
one focuses on whom NGOs represent and the other on what they represent. The essence
of the whom argument is that NGOs are representative entities and need to have active par-
ticipation from their members to claim representation. The essence of the what argument is
that NGOs are essentially constitutive entities whose legitimacy relies on socialisation and nor-
mative reasons, which shifts the focus on the qualitative aspects of NGOs legitimacy, for
example, the reasons NGOs provide to justify their work, that is, the strength of their argument,
and how they create space (are harbingers) for socialisation and civil society politics (Steffek
and Hahn 2010: 16–20).
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The whom line of argument understands NGO legitimacy as essentially representative
entities. Without identifiable constituents, legitimacy can only be measured in indicators of
solidarity not democracy. Responding to O’Neill’s argument, Halpin and McLaverty state that
any discussion on whom NGOs represent requires constituents, which by default excludes
the notion of what NGOs represent. Consequently, NGOs’ ability to represent can only be
understood in democratic terms where there are identifiable constituents (i.e., members).
According to Halpin and McLaverty, the what argument can only explain NGO legitimacy
in terms of solidarity not representation because there are no identifiable constituents
(Halpin and McLaverty 2010: 65–9). Without members and without the opportunity to
implement internal democratic processes, NGO legitimacy can only be analysed as solidarity.
Any requests to demonstrate representativeness without identifiable members are futile and
unreasonable.

The what line of argument understands NGO legitimacy as essentially constitutive. Per-
uzzotti argues that the question of whom NGOs represent is problematic because it is directly
linked with whom they are accountable to. He elaborates that accountability can only be
upwards since it is a mechanism to prevent the abuse of power that has been delegated.
The only delegation of power to NGOs is from donors, which makes NGOs increasingly preoc-
cupied with justifying their work to donors. Consequently, NGOs lose their perspective as
organisations working for the poor and disempowered (who have possibly not delegated
any power to them). To improve NGO accountability measures and preserve civil society as
an arena for ‘creative self-constitution of new actors and voices’, NGOs should ‘avoid the
dangers of a statist approach to the problem’ as it endangers the autonomy of the sector,
‘for civil society organisations are not representative but constitutive institutions’ (Peruzzotti
2006: 55–6). According to Peruzzotti’s argument, we need to focus on NGOs’ democratic
and socialisation abilities, their constitutiveness, when assessing their legitimacy:

If civil society represents a specific form of society that aims at moulding social relationships

around the normative principles entailed in modern constitutionalism, the question of how to

democratize social beliefs, practices and associational life should become a key priority of

democratizing forms of civic engagement. (Peruzzotti 2006: 56)

This entails, Peruzzotti argues, holding NGOs to a higher ethical and legal standards to
prevent ‘a small group of corporations, the government, political parties, private interest
associations, and “the usual suspects”’ from capturing the public sphere (Peruzzotti 2006:
56). This brings us back to the politics and the legitimate role of NGOs as global actors.

The social change model is concerned with the democratic role of NGOs in international
politics. It focuses on whether NGO legitimacy should be benchmarked against their represen-
tativeness or their constitutiveness. The main difference lies in the analytical emphasis of
whom or what NGOs represent. The model demonstrates that the internal social and demo-
cratic organisation of NGOs matters and that accountability is of a democratic nature rather
than about NGOs’ efficiency in the marketplace. The questions about ‘whom NGOs represent’
and ‘what NGOs represent’ both embrace NGOs as semi-political actors albeit with different
premises, one focuses on members the other on principles (Clark 2007a: 23).

In sum, the social change model frames the analyses to elucidate NGOs’ democratic
agency and constitutive abilities. NGOs legitimacy is constitutive and generated endogenously.
The model pushes the envelope on who can be a recognised member of international society
by analysing NGO legitimacy as a constitutive and democratic right. The model theorises NGO
legitimacy in the context of democracy highlighting the defining features of NGO legitimacy,
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such as representativeness, freedom of individuals to associate, third sector analysis, and the
intrinsic value of NGOs to a democratic society.

The New Institutional Model

Contrary to the social change model that emphasises the autonomy of the third sector
and the democratic nature of NGOs, the new institutional model focuses on normative legiti-
macy and how NGOs are embedded in global structures. According to Mathews, the rising
prominence of NGOs as global actors signifies a power shift: ‘The steady concentration of
power in the hands of states that began in 1648 with the Peace of Westphalia is over’
(Mathews 1997: 1). This statement epitomises the legitimacy premise of the new institutional
model: power is no longer the privilege of states. The research focus is shifted to NGOs’ invol-
vement in decision-making, and a rethinking of how to evaluate their legitimacy (Bodansky
1999: 597).

Theories in the new institutional model are preoccupied with normative accounts of
NGO legitimacy that can explain their participation as legitimate actors in a complex insti-
tutional system not designed for NGOs. There are two things to highlight about how NGOs
are embedded in global structures: (a) theories about NGOs as legitimate participants in
their own right (rightful participants) and (b) theories about NGOs as auxiliaries, that is,
proxy publics, to institutions (legitimacy gap fillers).

States guard the privileges of their sovereign powers as gold. However, this privilege is
increasingly being challenged where many scholars argue that NGOs are powerful actors who
can rightfully expect to be recognised as members of international structures alongside states
and other non-state actors (Bexell 2014; Keck and Sikkink 1999; Pattberg 2005).

Discussions on NGO legitimacy often trivialise the concept of sovereignty to make
inroads for non-state actors. These arguments raise doubts as to whether states can continue
to claim to be the only lawful actor in international politics and raise challenging questions
about membership and the future direction of the international system (Clark 2007b;
Scholte 2007). For example, Buchanan and Keohane argue that we need a new global standard
to measure legitimacy at the international level because state consent does not account ade-
quately for global power (Buchanan and Keohane 2006: 414 –15). NGOs are essential for this
scheme to work because they provide a check on the decision-making of global institutions,
which ‘helps to compensate for the limitations of accountability through democratic state
consent’ (Buchanan and Keohane 2006: 432–36). Charnovitz goes further and argues that
excluding NGOs from participating fully in global governance is illegitimate and that other
actors (i.e., states) ‘have a duty to provide opportunities for NGOs’. He goes on to say that
the role of NGOs at the international level is to ‘correct for the pathologies of governments
and IOs’ (Charnovitz 2011: 894 –95). Thus, NGOs are rightful participants, and necessary to
counter the power of states.

The crux in many of the arguments is that NGOs’ normative entrepreneurialism makes
them ideal candidates for delivering soft power. In the context of global governance, the
input of NGOs is often analysed in terms of their expertise. That is, NGOs’ expertise contributes
to norm creation in global institutions where they take something that is perceived ‘as natural
or appropriate and convert it into something perceived as wrong or inappropriate’ thus
prompting a changed behaviour in other actors (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998: 899–900).
Clarks’ detailed analysis of how Amnesty International has reinforced human rights norms in
international law shows how influential a single NGO can be (Clark 2001).
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Some scholars argue that one way to overcome the legitimacy issue of NGOs is to make
private self-regulatory regimes compatible with global structures and thereby provide a much-
needed democratic control of their actions. This entails the prospect of embedding self-regu-
latory regimes as parallel structures in global governance to confer legitimacy onto NGOs
(Bernstein 2011; Maragia 2002). The focus is on inclusion of NGOs, whether with emphasis
on parallel self-regulation or incorporation into international institutional law (Cashore 2002;
Macdonald 2008; Reimann 2006). In this, the new institutional model shares with the market
model a view of NGOs as complementary actors in a supportive role to governmental
bodies, albeit driven by norms.

The corollary of this analysis is that NGOs’ embedding in international structures is some-
times regarded as a legitimacy boost for intergovernmental institutions. Lang argues that
NGOs have obtained a seat at the political table, not as ‘catalysts of public voice’ but as
‘proxy publics’, where NGOs have replaced citizen participation as ‘incubators of publics’
(Lang 2012: 26–32). In order to justify their own decision-making processes and policy out-
comes as more democratic, intergovernmental institutions provide NGOs with a platform to
participate in global governance. The argument is that NGOs’ input and seat at the table as
representatives of ‘global civil society’ (Wapner 1996) representing ‘global public opinion’
(United Nations General Assembly 2004) provides intergovernmental organisations with
democratic credibility that can help balance their own legitimacy deficit. In fact, Reimann
argues that this (the promotion of NGOs as democratic representatives in global institutions)
has turned NGOs into indispensable partners where intergovernmental organisations have
come to rely on NGOs ‘to fill institutional gaps and help them achieve their stated goals’
(Reimann 2006: 64).

Smyth points out that if arguments about NGOs providing legitimacy to global govern-
ance processes are valid, ‘the implications are far-reaching’ because NGOs would have to be
factored into new and old institutions alike as legitimate actors (Smyth 2012: 380). Theories
that demonstrate the successful integration of NGOs into global structures, and the power
they wield therein, have also generated arguments about a need for effective ‘democratic
control of NGOs . . . [with] a distinctive legal character’ (Macdonald 2008: 558)—projecting
an NGO regulatory regime that is fully integrated into international institutional law and
global institutions. Thus, although NGOs have established their de facto powers in global gov-
ernance certain aspects of their legitimacy are still lacking, especially regarding issues pertain-
ing to their legal character.

In sum, the new institutional model provides insights into the wider role NGOs play. It
helps to understand the limits of NGOs’ legitimate role as global actors by pointing out that
despite NGOs ability to generate normative change, NGOs are limited as embedded entities of
intergovernmental institutions, beyond that the legal dimension of their legitimacy is dom-
estic not international, and can in some instances hinder rather than help balance inter-
national legitimacy deficits (Reiser and Kelly 2010 –2011). The new institutional model
provides a framework for normative analysis of NGO legitimacy in the context of global gov-
ernance. NGOs are theorised as embedded entities in global structures capable of providing a
legitimacy function to counter the democratic deficit in intergovernmental institutions where
NGOs can act ‘as a solvent against the strictures of sovereignty’ (Charnovitz 2006: 348). The
criticism is that NGO legitimacy is theorised exogenously as it is conferred rather than consti-
tuted and passed on as a solution to the legitimacy deficit of the global system, thus ducking
the political question of NGOs. The critical model, however, grapples with it by focusing on
empowerment.
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The Critical Model

The critical model departs from the other models on the issue of politics. The premise of
the model is that not addressing the political nature of NGOs can distort the analyses of NGOs’
legitimacy claims. The theories emphasise the role of NGOs in international development and
engage with the legitimacy problems of NGOs in terms of power. It is therefore in stark contrast
to the market model as it theorises the role of NGOs as political.

The arguments presented in the critical model pertain to the political dimension of legiti-
macy and ‘how to put effective limits on power’ in world politics, whether exercised by public
or private actors (Collingwood 2006: 1). It focuses on NGOs as a pathway to empower those
who are disadvantaged or excluded from the decision-making processes in society (domestic
and international). The critical model is to a large extent a response to the theories that com-
prise the other models. It embraces the social change model’s emphasis on ‘bottom-up’
agency, but emphasises more strongly its normative dimension in terms of empowerment,
the inclusion of culturally diverse societies and groups, and the politics of access and redistri-
bution of resources. Much of the research focuses on the context of NGOs in international
development (Bebbington et al. 2008; Walton 2013).

In their seminal work on NGO legitimacy in the 1990s, Edwards and Hulme argued that
the legitimacy of NGOs was tied with government funding where too much state funding jeo-
pardised their claim to legitimacy and affected their ‘ability to act independently in pursuing
their goals’ (Edwards and Hulme 1996: 962), therefore making NGOs over-dependent or vulner-
able to the agenda of the state. Hulme has advanced this in his recent work by arguing that the
depoliticising of NGOs happens as they drift towards global power and away from the power-
less: ‘Without greater commitment to their community-driven and grassroots approach, there
is no means through which NGO programmes can be realigned with local realities and brought
closer to goals of empowerment’ (Banks and Hulme 2012: 14).

Bebbington has advanced a similar argument in his work on the issue of representation
and relations between rural communities and donors (Bebbington 1997, 2005, 2008). He
argues that NGOs are not forthcoming about the problems they encounter in the field in
fear of financial retribution from donors. In this NGO, legitimacy has become susceptible to
donors’ needs and requirements thus cloaking the political nature of poverty that NGOs
should be addressing. Priority is given to accountability towards donors and securing a
long-term income through government contracts where NGOs concentrate on the ‘middle
poor more than [ . . . ] the chronically poor’ to create market-orientated solutions to poverty
(Bebbington 2005: 946). This, he argues, risks prolonging politically abusive environments
and reinforcing injustices that never get resolved at the political level where NGOs’ represen-
tation of poor people is depoliticised to avoid difficult ‘questions of inequality, redistribution,
and social organization’ (Bebbington 2005: 940–46).

The critical model is more focused on power, and on legitimacy as a justification of
power. Rather than imposing a ‘fixed definition of legitimacy’ based on the liberal democratic
doctrine, Collingwood suggests a mediation between sociological and normative aspects of
legitimacy ‘ . . . that allows for competing perceptions and visions of what “legitimate” rules
and membership of international society actually mean’ (Collingwood 2006: 454). In a
similar vein, Lister argues that technical definitions of NGOs tend to hide their agency
within power structures and power relations implying that ‘correct organizational structures
and procedures will ensure legitimacy’ (Lister 2003: 189). Hence, questions about rightful mem-
bership and conduct are not necessarily focused on legality but the normative and social
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aspects of what counts as legitimate. These attempts to open a dialogue about power and
legitimacy in world politics also opens the door to NGOs and analysis of their political
agency as agents in their own right independent of states and intergovernmental organis-
ations (Charnovitz 2011).

The critical model embraces the political role of NGOs that is seen as an antidote to the
over reliance of the other models on the neoliberal agenda. It criticises NGO legitimacy by ana-
lysing their access to power, power relationships, and over-compliance with donor agendas at
the cost of the poorest. The critical model highlights the capacity that is embedded in NGOs’
missions and their potential for introducing a legitimate political voice—in particular, when it
comes to addressing injustice, resource redistribution, and power. Yet, the problem remains
that although NGO legitimacy is being theorised in contrast to the other models by asking
demanding questions about the political nature of power and poverty, it is hard to escape

TABLE 1
NGO Legitimacy characteristics/defining features of the models

Market
model

Social change
model

New institutional
model

Critical
model

Research Weisbrod
(1998), Frumkin
(2002), Brown
(2008)

Salamon and Anheier
(1997), Kendall and
Knapp (1996), Hilton
et al. (2010)

Powell and
DiMaggio (1991),
Reimann (2006),
Macdonald (2008)

Edwards and
Hulme (1996),
Bebbington
(2005), Lister
(2003)

Theoretical
premises

Neoliberal/
utilitarian

Social capital/change
theories

Organisational
theories/New
institutional
theories

Marxist/critical
theories

Keywords Demand and
supply

Freedom of
association

Norms Empowerment

Vocabulary Nonprofits,
Voluntary orgz.,
Charities,
Philanthropy

Civil society orgz.,
Associations

NGOs, (global)
Civil society

NGOs, Southern
NGOs, Northern
NGOs

Level of
organisation

Domestic
(international)

Domestic (cross-
country)

International
(country of
registration)

International
(host country)

Context Market
economies

Democracy
(individuals, society)

Institutions
(networks,
systems)

Relationships of
power

Analysis Comparative
advantage,
complimentary
functions to
state

Constitutive
democracy, internal
factors, socialisation,
‘bottom-up’ analysis,
social entrepreneurs

Organisational
environment,
promotion of
norms in
institutions,
global
governance, norm
entrepreneurs

Power relations,
donors and
beneficiaries, aid
chains

Legitimacy criteria Performance,
Supply-demand,
Accountability

Representativeness,
Accountability,
Global public
opinion,

Institutional
processes, NGOs
as legitimacy gap
fillers in IGOs,
Norms

Political
legitimacy,
Representation,
Empowerment

(Continued )
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the principles of liberal democracy in international structures especially since many NGOs have
internalised them in their own organisation of power to justify their legitimacy claims.

Critical Assessment

The NGO legitimacy models point to criteria and characteristics—market economies,
freedom of association, normative change, and empowerment—that affect how NGO legiti-
macy is theorised and understood. Each approach has its merits and problems.

The problem with the market model is that the analytical emphasis on accountability
leaves the political question untheorised. Accountability regimes, furthermore, seem to put
a wedge between the financial aspect and the political aspect of NGO legitimacy raising con-
cerns about donors’ agendas and a gap between NGOs and their beneficiaries. Substantiating
NGO legitimacy with self-regulation, as suggested by Brown (2008), is encouraged by the gov-
erning elites at all political levels, whether domestic, regional, or global. However, self-regulat-
ory regimes instituted by NGOs seem to focus heavily on donors and those in power rather
than holding NGOs as powerful actors accountable to their beneficiaries. Self-regulation
remains an incomplete justification for NGO legitimacy because it cannot replace democratic
control. A common feature in the market model analysis is the preoccupation with individual
legitimacy components rather than legitimacy itself, such as accountability criteria and market
efficiency. Although these are valuable constructs in legitimacy debates, they can also eclipse
the political and democratic dimensions of NGO legitimacy by aligning the debate with the
functional/practical concerns of governmental institutions or donors, and thus shifting the
focus away from NGOs’ role as democratic actors.

Criticisms raised about the social change model highlight the darker shades of civil society
and the possible dangers of subcontracting welfare functions (or policy formations) to NGOs
because: ‘Devolving responsibilities also empowers associations—and this may not be a good
thing when associational ties are linked to inequalities in control over economic resources,
knowledge, professional skills, and the like’ (Warren 2001: 88). Furthermore, reliance on informal

TABLE 1
(Continued )

Market
model

Social change
model

New institutional
model

Critical
model

Legitimacy
Justifications

NGOs provide
alternative or
complimentary
welfare services

NGOs are
intrinsically good for
democracy

NGOs are
institutionally
embedded in
global
organisations

NGOs are self-
serving
organisationally
and enmeshed in
donors’ agendas

Legitimacy Claims Claims are
rooted in
contractual
credibility
(financial, peers)

Claims are social
driven rather than
market driven

Claims are norm
driven and
embedded in
structures

Claims have a
political
dimension and
need political
analysis

Regulation Self-regulation Self-regulation (or no
regulation)

Derived or
embedded
regulation

Pro-regulation
Democratic
regulation

Legitimate Role Functional–
Apolitical

Democratic–Semi-
political

Complimentary–
Semi-political

Political–Political
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procedures or loose organisational structures to avoid hierarchy and maintain ‘genuine grass-
roots relations’ (sometimes cited as an advantage for NGOs) can pose a risk to NGO legitimacy
because ‘informal structures easily conceal covert divisions of power and control within organ-
izations, and this danger probably increases with their size’ (Atack 1999: 859).

Idealising civil society runs the risk of ignoring the nature of power. Novak warns against
such complacency because it can cause researchers to ‘exaggerate its [civil society] separate-
ness from state power and other forms of social, economic, and political organization’ and
overlook ‘the public coercive powers that underlie much supposedly private voluntary activity’
(Novak 2001: 163). Skocpol posits a similar criticism, when she argues that the changing asso-
ciational practices in NGOs have led them to become ‘much more focused on specialised,
instrumental activities than on broad expressions of community or fellow citizenship’
(Skocpol 2003: 62 –3). Whereas the social change model emphasises the autonomy of the
third sector and the democratic nature of NGOs, the new institutional model focuses on
NGO legitimacy in an institutional context using normative analysis. The representative
problem of NGOs at the international level has resonated with many governments that do
not share the liberal democratic politics of the West, many of whom like to dismiss NGOs as
unsuitable actors in political forums and repeatedly attempt to block the input of NGOs,
whether domestically or in international forums.

However, even if an NGO’s declared mission is apolitical and even if NGOs were ‘only’
delivering services, they are still susceptible to politics, especially as institutionally embedded
entities of intergovernmental organisations, where they are often perceived as representa-
tives of global publics. This begs the following question: is it possible to analyse NGO legiti-
macy as apolitical? If NGOs seek to change the lives of others—whether by delivering
welfare services or by campaigning to highlight unpopular political problems where poli-
ticians are not delivering or caring, or worse, systematically ignoring the plight of certain
groups in society—by changing the behaviour of those whose duty it is to deliver and
care, is it possible for them to claim legitimacy as apolitical agents without falling prey to
the system they seek to change? The theories in the critical model raise awareness
about politics NGOs face in their work and the conflict this can cause with the aid regime
NGOs are part of as receivers of development funds. The question raised in the critical
model is whose agenda are NGOs prioritising? Is it their beneficiaries’ or NGOs’ own organ-
isational survival, that is, by avoiding reporting politically toxic problems that might cost
them funds?

Conclusion

To sum up, the arguments presented in the market model might be used in a discussion
on NGOs in the context of philanthro-capitalism and foundations where NGOs are seen to be
operating in a market place, albeit with a different pretext than businesses. This is mainly an
apolitical role that focuses mostly on fund-raising, financial accountability, and performance
indicators. The arguments presented in the social change model might talk about NGOs as
social entrepreneurs, with an ability to socialise members and the local community. This
raises political questions about NGOs’ democratic role and constituents and whom they are
representing as grassroots organisations (members, donors, ideas)—and how their represen-
tative abilities at the domestic level can be transposed onto the international level. The argu-
ments presented in the new institutional model focus on structures and norms and how NGOs
influence the international system. NGOs are seen to compensate for the legitimacy
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shortcomings in global governance acting as catalysts between these institutions and the
public. The arguments introduced in the critical model involve a criticism of the power imbal-
ance between the wealthy and the poor where the latter’s political interests are marginalised.
NGO legitimacy is theorised as a political force empowering those who are excluded or margin-
alised in political processes. In this, it presses for a more open approach to the question of
NGOs’ political agency.

The legitimacy criteria generated by the models vary. Whilst the market model produces
criteria to clarify the operational capacity of NGOs, the social change model produces criteria to
evaluate the representativeness of NGOs as internally generated (and often measured in a
domestic context). The new institutionalism model produces normative criteria to assess
NGO legitimacy in the context of intergovernmental institutions and global governance,
although these can also apply domestically. The social change and new institutional models
raise difficult questions about NGOs, their representativeness and democratic role in world
politics. The critical model tries to answer this by pointing out that NGO legitimacy strategies
differ and even though NGOs claim to represent the poor donors’ demands can still silence the
political voice of NGOs and thus the concerns of their beneficiaries.

The emphasis on roles opens up questions about NGOs’ constituents. What the models
highlight is that there are different audiences for NGO legitimacy claims, whether they are
raised in the capacity of representation, norms, or solidarity. This shifts the focus onto the
democratic relationship NGOs have with their various constituents that are expected to
accept, grant, confer, or support their legitimacy claims. Thus, there is a great need to clarify
the ‘democratic’ component of NGOs in the context of their relationship with their constitu-
ents. We need to be able to justify the legitimacy of the roles NGOs play in world politics, in
particular if NGOs’ participation is to shape the debate about democracy at the international
level and claim legal validity. This paper has outlined a framework for identifying the key argu-
ments currently used in the literature to analyse NGO legitimacy. This hopefully helps clarifying
how different theoretical approaches generate different analysis of the role NGOs play in inter-
national relations, a role that moves from apolitical, to semi-political, to political.
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