


Study of Capacity, Change and Performance
Notes on the methodology

The lack of capacity in low-income countries is one of the main
constraints to achieving the Millennium Development Goals.
Even practitioners confess to having only a limited
understanding of how capacity actually develops. In 2002, the
chair of Govnet, the Network on Governance and Capacity
Development of the OECD, asked the European Centre for
Development Policy Management (ECDPM) in Maastricht, the
Netherlands to undertake a study of how organisations and
systems, mainly in developing countries, have succeeded in
building their capacity and improving performance. The
resulting study focuses on the endogenous process of capacity
development - the process of change from the perspective of
those undergoing the change. The study examines the factors
that encourage it, how it differs from one context to another,
and why efforts to develop capacity have been more successful
in some contexts than in others.

The study consists of about 20 field cases carried out according

to a methodological framework with seven components, as

follows:

« Capabilities: How do the capabilities of a group,
organisation or network feed into organisational capacity?

- Endogenous change and adaptation: How do processes of
change take place within an organisation or system?

« Performance: What has the organisation or system
accomplished or is it now able to deliver? The focus here is
on assessing the effectiveness of the process of capacity
development rather than on impact, which will be
apparent only in the long term.

 External context: How has the external context - the
historical, cultural, political and institutional environment,
and the constraints and opportunities they
create - influenced the capacity and performance of the
organisation or system?

» Stakeholders: What has been the influence of stakeholders
such as beneficiaries, suppliers and supporters, and their
different interests, expectations, modes of behaviour,
resources, interrelationships and intensity of involvement?

« External interventions: How have outsiders influenced the
process of change?

« Internal features and key resources: What are the patterns
of internal features such as formal and informal roles,
structures, resources, culture, strategies and values, and
what influence have they had at both the organisational
and multi-organisational levels?

The outputs of the study will include about 20 case study
reports, an annotated review of the literature, a set of
assessment tools, and various thematic papers to stimulate
new thinking and practices about capacity development. The
synthesis report summarising the results of the case studies will
be published in 2005.

The results of the study, interim reports and an elaborated
methodology can be consulted at www.capacity.org or
www.ecdpm.org. For further information, please contact
Ms Heather Baser (hb@ecdpm.org).
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1 Introduction

Issues of capacity and performance remain at the
heart of debate in the field of international develop-
ment and cooperation. What constitutes capacity,
how to build it and make it last, with whom and
where capacity resides, and how capacity translates
into performance are all questions that continue to
engage both academics and practitioners (see, for
example, Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith, 1992; Eade,
1997; Fukuda-Parr et al., 2002; Morgan and Qualman,
1996; Bhatta, 2003; Potter and Brough, 2004).

The European Centre for Development Policy
Management (ECDPM) has undertaken a study of
capacity development, with a focus on organisational
change and performance enhancement. Both individ-
ual organisations and networks of organisations
have been studied with the aim of identifying impor-
tant relationships among endogenous change fac-
tors (e.g. ownership, commitment and managerial
style), key internal organisation variables (e.g. struc-
tures, procedures, staffing and management sys-
tems), performance and sustainability outcomes, and
external environmental factors (e.g. policy frame-
works, resource availability, politics, stakeholders,
governance regimes, etc.).!

To date, the ECDPM study team has conducted 16
case studies (see Appendix). Among the findings that
have emerged from several of the cases is the pres-
ence of an organisation's legitimacy as a factor con-
tributing to successful capacity and performance. To
delve in more detail into the concept of legitimacy,
and to identify the implications for capacity building,
ECDPM commissioned a working paper on the topic.
This exploratory paper reviews the relevant literature
and examines: differing definitions, types and
sources of legitimacy; the links between legitimacy
and organisational capacity, performance and sus-
tainability; and management strategies for building
and maintaining legitimacy. It discusses a selected
set of the ECDPM cases in terms of the legitimacy
concept.

Notes

1 For more information about the study and capacity building
see www.capacity.org.

2 Theclassic reference is Weber (1947).
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2 What is legitimacy?

The concept of legitimacy encompasses normative,
legal, sociological and cultural meanings. Legitimacy
has long been recognised as a core element in politi-
cal and governance regimes, dealing with the rela-
tionship between societal acceptance of regimes and
institutions and their ability to exercise power and
authority effectively.2 The focus of this paper is on
organisational legitimacy, rather than on legitimacy
in the realm of politics and regime types. It follows
several disciplinary streams of research and analysis
that examine the forces that impact upon organisa-
tional actors: organisational population ecology
(Hannan and Freeman, 1989; see also Zucker, 1989),
resource dependency theory (Pfeffer and Salancik,
1978), and neo-institutional approaches (Powell and
DiMaggio, 1991). In the field of international develop-
ment, legitimacy surfaces in two discourses. First, it
has been addressed, more or less explicitly, in treat-
ments of institutional development and systems
approaches to sustainability (see Brinkerhoff, 1986;
Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith, 1992). Second, more
recently, legitimacy has emerged as an area of con-
cern and inquiry for non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), linked to questions of representation and
accountability (Hudson, 2000; Lister, 2003; Saxby and
Schachter, 2003).

Definitions of organisational legitimacy are relatively
broad, and tend toward vague assertions about legit-
imation arising from consistency with socio-cultural
values. Frequently cited definitions of the term
include:

'Legitimacy is a generalised 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).

‘Organisational legitimacy refers to the degree of
cultural support for an organisation - the extent
to which the array of established cultural
accounts provide explanations for its existence,
functioning, and jurisdiction ..."

(Meyer and Scott, 1983: 201).

Legitimate organisations meet and conform to socie-
tal expectations, and as a result are accepted, valued
and taken for granted as right, fitting and good
(Aldrich and Fiol, 1994; Meyer and Scott, 1983).
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Legitimacy and legitimation are conceptually close to
institutionalisation. Selznick refers to institutions as
having become 'infused with value beyond the tech-
nical requirements at hand' (1957: 17; see also Scott,
1995). Institutions, by definition, have a high degree
of legitimacy, so that assessments of legitimacy can
be used as one measure of institutionalisation.
Theoretical approaches differ in the extent to which
the forces pushing for institutionalisation and legiti-
macy derive from features of the institutional envi-
ronment, or from intentionality and action on the
part of organisational actors (Zucker, 1989, 1991).
Perspectives converge, however, in seeing institution-
alisation as a continuous variable - that is, as a
process - rather than as a binary state variable
(where an organisation is either institutionalised or
not).

In the international context, this values-infusing
process is associated with the concepts of institution
building and institutional development, which have a
long history (see, for example, Esman, 1972).
Institutional development combines 'links to the
underlying principles that define and support a soci-
ety's ongoing configuration of norms and values; and
actions designed to induce changed activity and
behaviour patterns in the society' (Brinkerhoff, 1986:
15). In practice, the distinction between institutions
and organisations is often blurred, but the focus on
grounding them solidly in the social fabric incorpo-
rates legitimation as a key element in the process.

Other related concepts are trust, reliability and repu-
tation (see Boin and Kofman-Bos, 2003; Deephouse
and Carter, 2005). Organisations that adhere to socie-
tal expectations (regarding mission, actions, struc-
ture, performance, and so on), and that build an
ongoing reputation for their appropriateness and
correctness, are viewed as trustworthy and reliable,
which contribute to being accorded legitimacy. These
expectations can be either explicit and formal, estab-
lished by governments and legal frameworks, or
informal and implicit, emerging from deep and wide-
ly diffused shared meanings within societies. An
example of formal and explicit expectations is the
set of cost accounting standards embodied in gener-
ally accepted accounting principles (GAAP).3
Organisations that follow these principles are seen as
trustworthy managers of the financial resources they
handle. An example of informal, deeply embedded
expectations is the widely accepted norms around
what constitutes an educational organisation; for

example, students grouped by age-cohorts and
receiving instruction in classrooms, a formal curricu-
lum divided by subject areas, and teachers-as-author-
ity-figures managing the education process. Schools
that conform to these norms garner acceptance and
legitimacy (see Meyer and Scott, 1983).4 Deephouse
and Carter (2005) differentiate reputation from legiti-
macy by characterising reputation as the standing of
one organisation relative to others, which can be
assessed on a wide variety of organisational attrib-
utes, including the extent to which they are per-
ceived to be legitimate.

As the extensive literature on the defining features of
organisational legitimacy suggests, it is a term of
widely accepted yet ultimately vague and uncertain
meaning.® Yet, legitimacy is important because many
analyses point out the organisational benefits accru-
ing from some degree of shared agreement among
societal constituencies that an organisation is
aligned with accepted notions of purpose, endeavour
and outcomes. To move beyond general treatments
of legitimacy, several questions need to be asked.
These include: (a) What types of legitimacy and what
related aspect(s) of organisations are of interest? (b)
What are the various sources of legitimacy and
which of legitimacy's types/dimensions do they tar-
get? (c) How can organisation-environment relation-
ships be managed in order to enhance legitimacy?

Notes

3 Standard-setting, enforcement and oversight bodies for
GAAP in the US include: the Financial Accounting and
Standards Board, the American Institute of Certified Public
Accountants, the Public Company Accounting Oversight
Board, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and the
International Accounting and Standards Board.

4 Inthe US, the alternative schooling movements of the 19th
and 2oth centuries faced legitimacy challenges because
they violated many of the norms popularly associated with
'real' education.

5 See the numerous sources cited in Boin and Kofman-Bos
(2003), Deephouse and Carter (2005), Powell and DiMaggio
(1991), Myer and Scott (1983), Ruef and Scott (1998),
Suchman (1995), and Thirkell-White (2003).



3 Types of legitimacy

The literature distinguishes broadly among three
types of legitimacy. The first is normative, or what
Suchman (1995) calls moral legitimacy, the second is
pragmatic legitimacy, and the third is cognitive legiti-
macy. These are summarised in Table 1 and discussed
below.

3.1 Normative legitimacy

Normative (or moral) legitimacy is accorded to an
organisation when it reflects socially
acceptable/desirable norms, standards and values.
Constituencies assess the organisation in terms of its
social correctness and desirability, not whether they
derive benefits from it. Suchman (1995: 579-582)
identifies four variants of normative legitimacy in
the literature: judgements about outputs and conse-
quences, evaluations of procedures and techniques,
assessments of categories and structures, and evalu-
ations of leaders and personnel. The first relates to
organisational accomplishments as judged against
criteria and output measures specific to the type of
organisation, for example, student graduation rates
or test scores for schools, or patient mortality rates
for hospitals. Clearly, achieving this form of norma-
tive legitimacy is easier for organisations that gener-
ate tangible and measurable outputs. For those
whose outcome measures are difficult to quantify or
are subject to debate, their legitimacy is sometimes
hotly contested.

Table 1. Types of organisational legitimacy.

Type Definition
Normative legitimacy

and values.

Pragmatic legitimacy

constituents.

Cognitive legitimacy

Organisation reflects acceptable
and desirable norms, standards

Organisation fulfils needs and
interests of its stakeholders and

Organisation pursues goals and
activities that fit with broad social
understandings of what is appro-
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If the first category of normative legitimacy can be
summarised as 'doing the right things,' then the sec-
ond category can be encapsulated as 'doing things
right'. In addition to achieving desired and valued
results, and particularly in cases where results are
hard to detect or measure, organisations can garner
normative legitimacy by following societally valued,
validated and/or mandated practices and procedures.
In many countries, this type of normative legitimacy
is formalised in accreditation, regulatory oversight
and licensure, as for example in the health, educa-
tion, and social welfare sectors.

The third variant refers to normative legitimacy that
results from constituents' perceptions of the organi-
sation as valued due to its structural characteristics,
which place it within a category of organisations
widely recognised as 'right' for the job. A good exam-
ple is a social service organisation that, because it is
a non-profit voluntary organisation, is validated for
its membership in a category of organisations recog-
nised for pursuit of socially beneficial objectives
rather than for any specific results it has achieved. In
international development, the 'pseudo-NGO' is a
well recognised entity that seeks to capitalise on the
legitimacy accorded to the non-profit and voluntary
sector to garner resources.5

The fourth form of normative legitimacy derives
from the personal status, reputation and charisma of
individual organisational leaders and staff. While less
commonly found in industrialised societies, this type
of legitimacy is more prevalent in developing and
transition countries where traditions of paternalism,

Relationship with constituents

Organisation meets normative
judgments about outputs/results,
procedures and technologies,
structures, leaders and personnel.

Organisation exchanges goods
and services that constituents
want, and receives support and
legitimacy.

Organisation ‘'makes sense' and/or
is 'taken for granted' according to
socially constructed 'realities’.

priate, proper and desirable.

Notes
6 Lister (2003) explores in depth issues of legitimacy facing
NGOs in international development.
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'‘personalismo,’ and (in Africa) the 'big man' syn-
drome define organisations directly in terms of the
characteristics of those who lead them. Constituents
attribute legitimacy to an organisation not because
of what it does or how it does it, but as a function of
the perceived legitimacy of the representative and
titular head of the organisation.

3.2 Pragmatic legitimacy

Pragmatic legitimacy relates to the instrumental
value of the organisation for its stakeholders in
terms of how it fulfils their self-interest. Here legiti-
macy is assessed in terms of the extent to which the
organisation can act to serve the needs and interests
of its stakeholders and constituents. Most directly,
pragmatic legitimacy emerges as a function of
exchange relationships between an organisation and
its immediate stakeholders. The organisation pro-
duces outputs (goods and/or services) that stake-
holders value, who in return proffer their support.
One form that support can take is the accordance of
legitimacy. Conceptually, this type of legitimacy
closely resembles resource/power dependence mod-
els of organisation-environment interaction, where
outcomes relate to survival and sustainability (see
Pfeffer and Salancik 1978; Brinkerhoff and Goldsmith,
1992). The ability to offer (or withhold) legitimacy is
one resource that stakeholders possess, which may
contribute to organisational survival and long-term
sustainability.

A second variant in this category is what Suchman
(1995) terms influence legitimacy. In this case, the
exchange relationship between an organisation and
its constituents results less in specific benefits for an
individual stakeholder, and more in responsiveness
to the constituent's larger interests. Examples
include environmental advocacy organisations, such
as the Sierra Club or Greenpeace, which in the eyes
of their constituents strive to achieve policy out-
comes that reflect the general commitment to envi-
ronmental principles and practices that their mem-
bers value.

Influence legitimacy can be important for organisa-
tions whose outputs are hard to measure and whose
intended outcomes are difficult to attribute to par-
ticular actions. Thus stakeholders may have difficulty
in assuring themselves that the organisation is con-
tributing to their interests. In this case, the organisa-

tion may incorporate some form of stakeholder par-
ticipation in its procedures, which serves to demon-
strate responsiveness, and may increase the legitima-
cy of the organisation with that category of stake-
holder. An example would be a local government
that establishes neighbourhood advisory committees
in order to incorporate citizen inputs into local devel-
opment plans and decisions.

3.3 Cognitive legitimacy

Cognitive legitimacy is produced when an organisa-
tion pursues objectives and activities that society
understands and values as appropriate, proper and
desirable. Such understanding on the part of societal
actors, and the legitimacy that results, derives from
the extent to which what the organisation does is
perceived as 'making sense'. This sense making oper-
ates in two ways, according to Suchman's review of
the literature (1995).

If societal actors have a cultural framework that
allows them to explain the organisation as engaged
in comprehensible behaviour that produces accept-
able and meaningful results, then that organisation
will achieve cognitive legitimacy based on compre-
hensibility. For example, in the United States, busi-
nesses that innovate with new products, actively
seek out new markets and exploit opportunities, and
pursue profit-making aggressively are categorised
and understood as engaging in entrepreneurial
behaviour. US society generally accepts and values
entrepreneurs. North American social cognitive maps
both recognise and accord legitimacy to entities that
act in an entrepreneurial way. In contrast, in the
countries of the former Soviet Union and Central and
Eastern Europe immediately after the collapse of
communism, societal understanding of entrepre-
neurial behaviour was low, and, at least initially,
organisations and individuals labelled as entrepre-
neurs were seen as illegitimate and even criminal.
Suspicion of what in the West is seen as legitimate
and desirable business behaviour remains wide-
spread in former communist countries. This example
also illustrates how experience influences cognitive
maps, which in turn contributes to perceptions of
legitimacy. In many countries of the former Soviet
Union poorly managed privatisation did in fact lead
to corruption and profiteering in the guise of pro-
moting private sector development, further tarnish-
ing the image of entrepreneurship.



The second way that an organisation can 'make
sense' is that if society accepts the organisation, its
structures, procedures and activities as so completely
understandable and appropriate that no other
option is imaginable, then such an organisation
enjoys legitimacy based on being taken for granted.
The organisation’s legitimacy is embedded in the
social construction of reality, where knowing and
understanding are shared widely among societal
actors. The appropriateness of the behaviour of an
organisational actor that exhibits ‘taken-for-granted-
ness' becomes what Zucker (1991: 86) calls a reflec-
tion of 'a fact of life'. This shared social reality has
been described at various levels of analysis, including
single organisations, organisational fields (multiple
organisations that operate from a common meaning
system), and society-wide (Fiol and O'Connor, 2005).
Examples include so-called faith-based organisations
and educational institutions.

Clearly, in cross-cultural settings, shared assumptions
about taken-for-grantedness regarding the accept-
ance of new and/or externally introduced organisa-
tions, structures, systems or procedures are unlikely
to hold, as much international institutional develop-
ment and capacity building history reveals. For exam-
ple, the literature on rural development and technol-
ogy transfer notes that in many cases, project-intro-
duced administrative and organisational changes
failed to last beyond the donors' project lifecycles.
Among the reasons often cited is a lack of embed-
ding in the socio-cultural fabric of the country (see,
for example, Lele 1975). Another example concerns
state enterprises. In many developing countries, pub-
lic sector enterprises for services such as electricity,
health, water, transportation infrastructure, environ-
mental management and telecommunications were
assumed to be the only desirable form of organisa-
tion. The introduction of private-sector provision had
to combat perceptions that private organisations
were not a legitimate organisational form for such
services (see Henisz and Zelner, 2003; Cashore, 2002).
Over time, such perceptions have changed, to a
greater or lesser degree depending upon the country,
indicating that taken-for-grantedness is not
immutable.

Capacity Study Reflection | Discussion Paper No. 58A

3.4 Sources of legitimacy

There are several answers to the question of what
the sources of legitimacy are, and where they are
located. The overarching answer is that legitimacy
and processes of legitimation are phenomena that
originate and operate external to the intent and
actions of an individual organisation. The neo-institu-
tionalism school of thought conceives of the sources
of legitimacy and legitimisation as deriving from the
dynamics and characteristics of an organisation's
environment. These environmental forces operate at
the level of the sector, organisational population or
society. It is not so much individual organisations that
are legitimised, but rather organisational forms,
structural elements, technical procedures and rules
(see Powell and DiMaggio, 1991; Meyer and Scott
1983). For neo-institutionalists, the major forces at
work relating to legitimacy in an organisation's envi-
ronment have to do largely with symbolic factors,
both normative and cognitive, although as Suchman
(1995) points out, some analysts link legitimacy to
pragmatic exchange relationships.

Neo-institutionalism could be interpreted as dimin-
ishing or even eliminating managerial discretion in
terms of legitimacy, since many if not most of the rel-
evant environmental characteristics that neo-institu-
tionalists identify as impinging upon an individual
organisation's success in legitimation are often not
amenable to influence, much less control by individ-
ual organisational actors. However, these models and
analytic approaches still argue for a strong strategic
management capacity in order to align the organisa-
tion with its environment. To achieve legitimacy, an
organisation needs what Meyer and Rowan (1991: 53)
call 'sagacious conformity' to societal 'myths’, e.g.
about cause and effect, and 'ceremonies’, e.g. about
appropriate procedures and practices. These authors
go on to state that 'organisations fail when they devi-
ate from the prescriptions of institutionalising myths:
quite apart from technical efficiency, organisations
which innovate in important structural ways bear
considerable costs in legitimacy'.

The image of myth and ceremony conjures up
notions of broadly shared societal conceptions - such
as the appropriate role of the state, the nature of
public goods, or the balance between collective ver-
sus individual rights - as the core forces for legitima-
tion that exert pressures on an organisation. For
example, as a class of organisations, non-profit social
service and humanitarian organisations derive legiti-
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macy from social ‘ceremonial’ norms regarding how
they behave, e.g. values-driven, selflessness, moral
rectitude, honesty, and so forth. As the scandals in
the United States with the United Way and Nature
Conservancy reveal, when expectations about non-
profit behaviour were violated, the delegitimising
‘fallout’ affected not just the offending organisa-
tions, but the non-profit sector as a whole.

In addition to these general sources, some specific
technical/operational sources of legitimacy have
been identified. Legitimacy is conferred when organi-
sational actors are perceived by influential con-
stituencies as being consistent or in alignment with:

Law, including constitutional frameworks, as well as
enabling legislation, statutory law, and regulations.
Clearly, an organisation that operates in accordance
with the law and legal principles is, at some funda-
mental level, accorded legitimacy. Such behaviour
demonstrates accountability, which reinforces attri-
butions of legitimacy. Regulatory entities and so-
called agencies of restraint are sources of legitimacy
in that they apply 'explicit regulative processes: rule-
setting, monitoring, and sanctioning activities'
(Scott, 1995: 35). For example, in many countries,
NGOs acquire a minimum degree of legitimacy
through registration, which certifies them as entities
engaged in providing some type of public good.
Further legitimacy is conferred to the extent that
NGOs are perceived to act accountably to represent
the interests of their beneficiaries and/or members
(Hudson, 2000; Lister, 2003).

Standards, codes and licensing. For many organisa-
tions, such as schools, hospitals, social welfare agen-
cies, etc., conformity with standards, codes and
licensed practices yields legitimacy gains. Licensing
boards, professional accreditation bodies, oversight
commissions and funding agencies are examples of
entities whose assessments can determine an organ-
isation's legitimacy (Ruef and Scott, 1998). A slightly
fuzzier variant of standards is 'best practices,' where
organisations gain legitimacy by conforming to
widely accepted professional judgements about how
they should operate.” Responsiveness and accounta-
bility to standards and codes are in many cases legal-
ly mandated, thus linking to the first source of legiti-
macy. In some cases, however, conformity to stan-
dards is self-policing, carried out by associations of
professionals (e.g. doctors, financial planners) or of
organisations of a particular type (e.g. associations of
manufacturers, city administrators, or watchdog
NGOs).

Performance expectations. Organisations that meet
stakeholders' expectations for effectiveness and effi-
ciency are generally assessed as legitimate. The huge
literatures on organisational performance, effective-
ness and sustainability discuss the difficulties in
measurement, particularly in sectors where outputs
and outcomes are hard to detect and quantify, and
the problem of multiple stakeholders with differing
or conflicting expectations. Thus organisations face
the challenge of which sources of legitimacy to
attend to. As discussed above, the cause and effect
connections implied in performance may be more or
less discernable, so in some cases meeting perform-
ance expectations may be more related to Meyer and
Rowan's (1991) myth management than straightfor-
ward production of goods and services.

Notes

7 'Best practices' are fuzzy standards in the sense that the
term is often applied without clear definition, or systematic
determination of in what sense and under what
circumstances a particular practice is deemed 'best'.



4 Managing legitimacy

As the discussion has shown, legitimacy in its various
types (normative, pragmatic and cognitive) derives
from the judgements of observers of an organisa-
tion's attributes, qualities and achievements. The
sources of those assessments cover a wide range,
and coupled with the number and variation in
observers, create a complex environment for any
organisation to pursue legitimation. Dependence on
predominant environmental forces notwithstanding,
the multiplicity and variability of legitimacy dynam-
ics create managerial 'space’ for individual organisa-
tions to manoeuvre within for those sources of legiti-
macy that they can control or influence.

What can managers do to increase/maintain legiti-
macy? Managerial actions related to legitimacy fall
within the dynamic of aligning the organisation with
its environment. To oversimplify, alignment strate-
gies to increase/maintain legitimacy can be divided
into three categories of action, as illustrated in Table
2: (a) conforming, (b) informing and (c) manipulating
(see Suchman, 1995; Cashore, 2002). Conforming
actions relate to fitting the organisation to socially
accepted forms and practices, and are reflected in
isomorphic strategies (see below). Informing actions
concern communicating with constituents in ways
that connect to selected terminology, images, beliefs
and symbols that confer legitimacy on the organisa-
tion. Manipulating actions reach beyond choosing
from among an existing array of socio-cultural norms

Table 2. Managing organisational legitimacy.

Legitimacy strategy Actions
Conforming - look like other
organisations (isomorphism)

Informing - communicate in
'legitimated vocabularies'

Manipulating - exploit myths
and ceremonies
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and cognitive maps to encompass efforts to influence
constituents' perceptions - sometimes to the point of
reframing social reality - using a variety of tools asso-
ciated with social marketing, advertising and advoca-
cy and influence campaigns. It should be noted that
while analytically informing can be separated from
manipulating, the empirical distinction between
them is not always clear.

Cross-cutting these three broad action categories are
issues such as stakeholders and constituents, the
importance of reputation, and the links among the
various types of legitimacy. Whichever action strategy
is employed, these issues are relevant in helping
organisations both to build legitimacy and to main-
tain it over time. The literature offers some guidance,
as summarised in the discussion below.

4.1 Conforming: look like other organisations

One of the strongest threads in the literature relates
to what the neo-institutionalists refer to as institu-
tional isomorphism, where environmental pressures
and/or decisions by organisational actors lead the
organisation to adopt structures, procedures, systems
and terminology shared by other organisations of the
same type. Since these structures, procedures, sys-
tems and terminology enjoy normative and cognitive
legitimacy, organisations that adopt them increase
their chances of success and survival. As Meyer and
Rowan (1983: 30) note, 'incorporating externally legiti-

Organisation adopts structures, procedures, and systems found in organisa-
tions of the same type or category that are already perceived as legitimate.

Organisation communicates with stakeholders using terminology associated
with socially legitimate goals, activities, and outcomes.

Organisation manages myths (e.g. socially determined sense-making about
cause and effect), ceremonies (e.g. socially appropriate procedures and prac-

tices), and symbols to create new beliefs and values through manipulation of

cognitive legitimacy.
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mated formal structures increases the commitment
of internal participants and external constituents.
And the use of external assessment criteria ... can
enable the organisation to remain successful by
social definition, buffering it from failure'.

DiMaggio and Powell (1991: 67) identify three mecha-
nisms, which in practice have some overlap, that
induce isomorphic change: ‘(1) coercive isomorphism
that stems from political influence and the problem
of legitimacy; (2) mimetic isomorphism resulting
from standard responses to uncertainty; and (3) nor-
mative isomorphism, associated with professionalisa-
tion'. Coercive isomorphism arises from pressures
that result when one organisation is dependent
upon others, informally or formally, for resources of
various kinds. Clear examples are the pressures for
conformity that derive from funding requirements
and legal and regulatory restrictions. For instance,
NGOs that depend upon government funds and that
seek to demonstrate legitimacy to constituents make
choices that lead to isomorphism (Brinkerhoff and
Brinkerhoff, 2002). When organisations are looking
for ways to address new tasks, they face uncertainty,
and a common strategy is to imitate how other
organisations have operated; this is the essence of
mimetic isomorphism. Normative isomorphism, as
DiMaggio and Powell define it, results from the
power of professionals in organisations to exert con-
trol over how the organisation operates such that it
conforms to professionally determined norms, stan-
dards and practices (see Fiol and O'Connor, 2005).
While pressures toward isomorphism have usually
been analysed in organisations in the private and
non-profit sectors, these forces are operative in the
public sector as well (Frumkin, 2004).

4.2 Informing: communicate in 'legitimated
vocabularies'

Informing actions relate to communication strategies
that appeal to pragmatic, normative, and/or cognitive
legitimacy drivers. Such strategies employ terminolo-
gy that connects the organisation in the eyes of
stakeholders to socially legitimate goals and activi-
ties. 'Organisations described in legitimated vocabu-
laries are assumed to be oriented to collectively
defined, and often collectively mandated, ends'
(Meyer and Rowan 1983: 31). This strategy can be pur-
sued in a relatively targeted way, where it relates
most closely to pragmatic legitimacy, addressing the

expectations and needs of those with a direct self-
interest in the organisation. Or it can aim for norma-
tive and cognitive legitimacy, communicating to con-
stituencies using terms and symbols that appeal to
broader societal standards, values and cognitive maps.8

In some situations, particularly where new organisa-
tions are seeking to innovate, their actions risk being
seen as contrary to normative legitimacy, e.g. they
are going against accepted standards or practices
(see Aldrich and Fiol, 1994). In such cases organisa-
tions can seek to innovate in ways that reinforce cog-
nitive legitimacy by developing communications
strategies that explain the rationale for their innova-
tions (connecting to sense-making) and/or linking
innovations to established societal values (connect-
ing to taken-for-grantedness).

4.3 Manipulating: exploit myths and
ceremony

Manipulative legitimacy strategies aim to manage
myths, ceremonies and symbols so as to create new
beliefs. Using legitimated vocabularies to describe
who the organisation is and what it does can
become a segue to manipulating so as to create
legitimacy. Manipulation illustrates the interdepend-
ence among different types of legitimacy. By defini-
tion, manipulation addresses cognitive legitimacy
only, but it is through the manipulation of normative
myths and symbols that it is achieved.

Symbol management can mean engaging in activi-
ties that allow or encourage constituents to associ-
ate the organisation with valued activities. For exam-
ple, regarding the relationship between an NGO and
its funders, monitoring and reporting tasks are use-
ful not so much in terms of the actual information
that they contain, but because they legitimate the
NGO's activities. 'What counts is that the [monitor-
ing] studies are produced' (Ebrahim, 2003: 97). This
example illustrates the fuzzy boundary between
informing and manipulating. While the NGOs are
providing reports - a classic informing action - they
are also engaged in a subtle form of manipulation,
demonstrating their responsiveness to funders and
their commitment to monitoring and being moni-
tored, quite apart from the utility of the information
provided. In short, this monitoring activity creates
the belief that the NGOs are well-managed and
effective in producing results, whether or not there is

Notes

8 As several sources warn, however, this strategy can backfire
if constituents judge that the organisation's efforts to use
these legitimated vocabularies are cynical or hypocritical.



any empirical evidence to support this belief.

A clear illustration of managerial action intended to
manipulate is reframing issues, problems, procedures
and activities to evolve new understandings, cogni-
tive maps and symbols. Rather than seeking simply
to select among myths and ceremonies for those
that will garner the highest legitimacy returns, this
strategy actively intervenes to try to change myths,
ceremonies and socially constructed models, thereby
creating new avenues to legitimacy for the organisa-
tion. An interesting example comes from the local
family planning association in the village of Koppa,
India, where to increase legitimacy for the associa-
tion's services, staff created a new goddess of family
welfare, Kalyaneshwari, to inspire women to limit
family size (Jung, 1987).

Within the organisational change literature, perhaps
the leading proponents of reframing as a manage-
ment and leadership strategy are Bolman and Deal
(1991). The policy literature also addresses reframing
in terms of adjusting policy objectives and pro-
grammes so as to manipulate constituency percep-
tions and attract support for change (see Brinkerhoff
and Crosby, 2002; Stone, 1996). As noted above,
among the resources that constituencies have to
offer is legitimation.

4.4  Stakeholder dynamics

Given the complexity of the various types of legiti-
macy, an organisation is unlikely to be in a position
to satisfy all actual and potential constituents who
may confer or withhold legitimacy. Managers will
need to choose key environmental stakeholders to
respond to, and avoid temptations to try to please
everyone. The ability to legitimise (or delegitimise)
can be seen as one among a variety of resources that
organisational stakeholders possess, thus the deter-
mination of which stakeholders to pay attention to,
from the manager's perspective, becomes an exercise
in stakeholder analysis, and the crafting of strategies
and visions that will enlist stakeholders to allocate
their legitimising resources in favour of the organisa-
tion.

How much effort should be put into such strategies
depends to some extent on what the organisation
seeks to accomplish. If the good or service that the
organisation produces is well recognised as valued
and desirable, then it is likely that a heavy invest-
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ment in actions intended to promote legitimacy are
not necessary. If, on the other hand, the organisation
is engaged in activities that are contentious or
depart sharply from past practice, legitimisation
from key stakeholders will become much more
important (Brinkerhoff and Crosby, 2002).

From the perspective of the stakeholders, which ones
the organisation courts for their legitimising
resources becomes an issue of power. Whose legiti-
mation matters is determined by relative social,
political, and economic power. As Lister (2003) indi-
cates, the organisation theory literature has not
delved in much detail into power questions, although
Ruef and Scott (1998) argue that examining features
of those doing the legitimating is important to get-
ting specific about legitimacy. Lukes (1974) sheds
light on how power is socially constructed in that
more powerful actors are able to shape the views
and needs of other, less powerful actors. This dynam-
ic means that the nature of power in inter-organisa-
tional relationships leads actors to believe that act-
ing in the interests of more powerful partners is con-
sistent with their own interests.

4.5 The importance of reputation

Although, as previously mentioned, some analysts
argue for a conceptual separation between reputa-
tion and legitimacy, these are closely connected
(Deephouse and Carter, 2005). Building a reputation
for performance can contribute to pragmatic legiti-
macy. Building a reputation for accountability and
responsiveness also contributes to pragmatic legiti-
macy, particularly when organisations face pressures
to deviate attention from their primary constituents
(e.g. mission creep, chasing funding) (see Ebrahim,
2003). Accountability and responsiveness also link to
normative and cognitive legitimacy, which extends
their reputational value beyond the organisation's
immediate constituents. As Deephouse and Carter
(2005) note, an organisation with a strong reputation
is able to deviate from standard practices and still
maintain its status and legitimacy; thus reputation
enhances strategic managerial space and room to
manoeuvre.

Strategic options for reputation enhancement
regarding the various forms of legitimacy include: (a)
building those reputations within the organisation,
or (b) partnering with other organisations that
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already possess the desired forms of legitimacy.
Partnership, done effectively, can engage a wider
range of organisational capacities in the service of
achieving shared goals than would be possible
through independent organisational effort. This can
increase reputation and legitimacy for all partners.

4.6 Links among types of legitimacy

As the discussion has made clear, legitimacy is both
multi-faceted and complex. While analytic distinc-
tions among types of legitimacy can be made, in
practice they tend to merge with one another, partic-
ularly for organisations operating in the social sec-
tors. Recognising the fuzzy boundaries among the
types of legitimacy and their connections allows for
management strategies that build legitimacy
through combinations of efforts to develop pragmat-
ic, normative and cognitive legitimacy that creatively
blend conforming, informing and manipulation.
‘Legitimacy is always a matter of degree but
strengths in one area can compensate for weakness-
es in another' (Thirkell-White, 2003: 7). For example, a
reputation for transparency and accountability,
which confers normative legitimacy, may enable an
organisation to weather occasional performance
problems. Conversely, when good performance fulfils
expectations, and leads to pragmatic legitimacy, con-
stituents may be less likely to raise questions about
organisational 'quality" issues.

4.7 Legitimacy and capacity

The literature suggests that organisations need legit-
imacy for long-term survival and sustainability. A key
factor in achieving sustained impact in international
development settings is the legitimacy of often
externally introduced innovations or reforms. The
ECDPM study's focus on endogenous capacity factors
raises the salience of legitimacy. Legitimacy is in
essence a relationship between an organisation and
its constituents. The perspective that says that legiti-
macy can be managed implies that there are capaci-
ties associated with increasing legitimacy. Legitimacy
is mentioned as a capacity indicator in Morgan
(1997). Proactive strategic management skills can be
identified and taught. The close links among legiti-
macy, institutionalisation and sustainability suggest
that legitimacy is worth paying attention to as an
element of capacity building. While inclusion of legit-
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imacy in capacity building recognises the importance
of symbols, beliefs and socially constructed realities
that organisations need to deal with, it is equally
important not to treat the legitimacy concept so
broadly that it subsumes the majority of the analytic
territory in organisation-environment interactions.
Suchman's (1995) comprehensive and in-depth treat-
ment of legitimacy runs this risk, where many
aspects usually discussed under organisational per-
formance are conflated with the notion of pragmatic
legitimacy.

Nonetheless, two key dimensions of the legitimacy
literature stand out as having implications for
analysing organisational capacity and capacity build-
ing. The first of these is the isomorphism dynamic.
These dynamics (coercive, mimetic and normative
isomorphism) highlight the extent to which efforts
to increase and maintain legitimacy are circum-
scribed by environmental factors that constrain indi-
vidual organisations to varying degrees. Thus capaci-
ty and capacity building are not solely functions of
what happens relative to the organisation targeted
for strengthening. Isomorphism dynamics push
organisations (and their capacity builders) in the
direction of developing those capacities that are
deemed necessary and desirable by (a) other organi-
sations in the same category (e.g. NGOs, public serv-
ice delivery agencies, private sector entities), (b)
those environmental actors on which the organisa-
tion is dependent for resources (e.g. funders), and (c)
users of the goods and services the organisation pro-
duces. Thus what looks like 'cookie cutter' capacity
building in the aggregate (across several organisa-
tions) may be less a mindless blueprint than a func-
tional response to organisation-environment interac-
tions that confer legitimacy.

The second perspective that a legitimacy focus
brings is the socially constructed nature of legitima-
cy, and by extension, accompanying attributions of
capacity. Organisational capabilities are not simply a
question of technical effectiveness and efficiency, but
are socially validated attributions of performance
and capacity. Thus an essential element of capacity
development may in fact relate to normative and
cognitive legitimacy, where constituents assess an
organisation not so much in terms of its 'real’ capaci-
ties, but in terms of the extent to which what the
organisation does, and what it looks like, fulfil soci-
etally shared notions of what is appropriate and
desirable. Thus, capacity building strategies need to



pay attention not just to technical capabilities (e.g.
systems, procedures) but to the softer side as well,
including conformity with societal 'myths' (e.g.
socially determined sense-making about cause and
effect), and '‘ceremonies’ (e.g. about socially appropri-
ate procedures and practices). This may be the critical
value-added of a legitimacy perspective on capacity
building. This suggests that not just what an organi-
sation does, but how it frames and communicates
what it does, is important for legitimacy. An added
significant factor is the power dimension: who is
attributing legitimacy, who is judging capacity and
whose assessments count.

5 Legitimacy and the
ECDPM cases

Several of the ECDPM case studies mention legitima-
cy. However, the level of detail provided is minimal,
which does not allow for much substantive applica-
tion of the analytical framework related to legitima-
cy and legitimation. What follows is a suggestive
classification of the 'snapshots' of legitimacy from
seven ECDPM cases (see Appendix for details).

5.1 Lacor Hospital, Uganda

Lacor Hospital is located in northern Uganda where
for years Ugandans, particularly children, have been
subjected to cross-border depredations from the
Sudanese rebel group, the Lord's Resistance Army.
The hospital was founded by Catholic missionaries in
1961; its high levels of medical professionalism and
service delivery performance led to legitimacy for the
hospital among the patients it serves and members
of the government health service. Museveni's gov-
ernment has recognised the value of the services
provided in a region where violence and conflict are
ongoing, and has integrated the hospital into the
national health system, along with other missionary
health facilities in the country.

In the Uganda case, Lacor Hospital, as a function of
delivering medical care according to established pro-
fessional standards and norms, and serving benefici-
aries in a part of the country where services have
been scarce, benefited from pragmatic and norma-
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tive legitimacy. Cognitive legitimacy played a role in
that health care is a well recognised and appreciated
service across all societies, including Uganda; Lacor
Hospital's activities, services, and capacities meshed
completely with societal expectations about how
health providers should behave. The hospital
received additional legitimacy through its enactment
of values of religious principles of service and self-
sacrifice (e.g. the death of one of the founders from
HIV/AIDS).

5.2  COEP, Brazil

COEP (Comité de Entidades no Combate a Fome e
pela Vida) is a network in Brazil devoted to combat-
ing hunger and poverty. It is a voluntary inter-organi-
sational structure that combines actors from the
public, civil society and private sectors. It began in
1993, and has grown to more than 800 members in
all of the country's 27 states. Four factors emerge as
important in explaining COEP's success. First, the net-
work has a strong self-definition, including mission,
objectives and core values. Second, it has creative
leadership, where the individuals involved have a
high degree of legitimacy and have been able to
build on that to create organisational legitimacy for
the network and its goals. Third, COEP's governance
and management structures have allowed it to
adapt to changing circumstances flexibly and rapidly.
And fourth, the network has been able to expand,
both in numbers and geographic scope, thus increas-
ing its visibility, performance and impact.

The COEP case demonstrates how the network's
legitimacy and reputation as a central actor in public
advocacy have contributed to its capacity and per-
formance. Personal legitimacy, embodied in the net-
work's leaders, has been critical. As COEP's advocacy
efforts generated results for members, pragmatic
legitimacy increased, and as the network has grown
in stature it has been able to tap into normative
legitimacy as well.

5.3  SISDUK, Indonesia

During the period 1997-2002, Takalar district in
Indonesia introduced a participatory district develop-
ment system intended to engage local populations in
community planning and development, with assis-
tance from the Japanese International Cooperation
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