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Dedication

This paper, alongside the TIAL/Berggruen Institute Legitimacy Lens,
is dedicated to those who are creating particular kinds of new and
upgraded institutions — bottom up, inclusive, revolutionary and

distinct from old power structures.

Those who come with answers when the current constellation of

institutions loses its founding legitimacy.

Those who are working to respond to times of disruption through

creating and strengthening institutions for societal benefit.

Those who don’t accept the inevitability of the polycrisis.



https://tial.org/toolkits/legitimacy-lens-a-guide-for-building-and-maintaining-legitimacy-of-new-institutions/

Preface

This note is part of a scaffolding® for accumulating knowledge on
how institutional entrepreneurs — those who are working to
upgrade and/or create new institutions — can create and maintain

legitimacy for the new institutions.

This document is primarily aimed at summarizing high-level
working hypotheses from the social sciences, humanities, and
practitioner experience on the determinants of legitimacy and its
dynamics. They are not “conclusions” in the sense of social science
findings backed by rigorous evidence; rather they are statements
about the sources and fluxes of legitimacy that have some weight

of evidence and logic behind them.

An earlier version of this note was used by the Berggruen Institute
and TIAL to structure a two-day discussion among academics and
practitioners on practical approaches to acquiring and maintaining
legitimacy.” This version incorporates insights from that meeting
on key topics that institutional intra- and entre-preneurs — the
people involved in updating existing institutions and creating new

ones - might be interested in.

A separate toolkit, is meant to help institutional entrepreneurs use
this guidance to ask and reflect on key questions for forming a
more specific, contextualized, strategy for their institutional
projects to acquire and maintain legitimacy. Parts of this paper are

excerpted to serve as background for those explorations.

The document distills a largely theoretical and descriptive
literature into points that practitioners can react to by adding,
reinforcing, or debating the validity. Over time, we hope that
reactions to this paper — feedback on whether it resonates with

' We use the term “scaffolding” in two senses: first, as a support
structure for organizing knowledge about legitimacy; and second, a
framework that helps institutional entrepreneurs explore and build a
stronger approach to obtaining and maintaining legitimacy.

2 The workshop was held in New York City in October 2023.
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the practice of building and maintaining legitimacy — help to

strengthen its relevance.

While some of the points may be more general, our focus in this
project is on institutional intra- and entrepreneurship to address
regional-to-global challenges that do not easily fall within the
purview of nation-states or international organizations as currently

constituted.

The note does not purport to have all of the answers. We hope,
instead, that it sparks further inquiry and debate even as it

provides useful guidance for those setting up new institutions.



LEGITIMACY: WORKING HYPOTHESES

Legitimacy: Working
Hypotheses

1. What do we mean when we
say legitimacy?

Beetham 1991, 6

Legitimacy is a widely used and central term in academic study
and the practice of politics. Yet it is often arbitrarily — and
variously — defined and loosely described both as a resource and
as an evolving status. A complete accounting of the definitions,
their relationships, and their contradictions would be nearly
impossible. Even within the narrower focus of organizational
legitimacy that is most relevant for the question of whether
new/upgraded institutions can create and maintain legitimacy,
Suchman’s (1995) remark that “the literature on organizational
legitimacy provides surprisingly fragile conceptual moorings” rings
true today as well. On broader political legitimacy (of regimes as
well as particular organizations) Greene (2019) notes that

“[d]ebates about political Llegitimacy rely on a shared
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understanding of what it is and why it matters, but as a matter of

fact, a common definition eludes us.”

This paper does not attempt to account for all definitions, but to
provide enough of a definition to enable integration of insights that
are useful for practitioners — to allow apples to be compared to
apples, and conversations around oranges to not be partly about

bananas.

Definitions in play

Legitimacy is a tricky social phenomenon. Tricky because it is
generally believed to be important but likewise generally believed
to not be observable. We can observe the effects of legitimacy
through the behaviors and beliefs of those that it influences, but
legitimacy itself is a property in social life that we cannot directly
see or measure. “Legitimacy is an indeterminate concept,” writes
sociologist Eric Schoon (2022, 478): “widely used but empirically
nebulous.”

Making matters more difficult, the concept of legitimacy carries
two distinct meanings that observers often fail to distinguish.
Legitimacy can refer to a feature of an actor or it can refer to an
audience’s perception of an actor. The former sense of legitimacy is
as a normative property: broadly this sense of the concept deals
with moral philosophy questions of the rightful authority of an
individual or institution. The latter sense is an empirical or
sociological property: this approach to legitimacy considers other
actors’ beliefs about an individual's or institution’s authority. The
two senses are related in that they are both concerned with
characterizing social structures that persist and exert influence
over time but different in that the first describes an abstract virtue
while the second describes an asset, though an asset that only

exists in the minds of observers.

We are interested in legitimacy as an empirical phenomenon —
not philosophical questions about what is right, but political
questions about what a sufficient number of people, enough to
enable the institution to achieve its purpose, accept as right.
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Yet even narrowing legitimacy down to its sociological side leaves
us with numerous approaches and definitions. Some examples
include:

e “The belief by an actor that a rule or institution ought to be
obeyed” (Hurd (2007), p. 30).

e “Belief in the rightful use of authority by an institution”
(Hurd (2019), p. 718).

e “Social beliefs that an institution is normatively justified to
rule in the way it does” (Sommerer et al. (2022), p. 5).

e “A property that a rule or an authority has when others feel
obligated to voluntarily defer to that rule or authority”
(National Research Council 2004, 297; quoted in Tyler
(2013), p. 34).

e “Beliefs within a given constituency or other relevant
audience that a political institution’s exercise of authority is
appropriate” (Tallberg and Zirn (2019), p. 585).

e “lLegitimacy is a complex and puzzling concept” (Grove
(2022), p. 2240).

From these examples, which are primarily selected from work on
international governance institutions, we can highlight several core

features of the concept.

First, legitimacy is about beliefs. Second, these are beliefs about
an actor’s authority or rule. Third, these beliefs should lead to a
willingness to obey or voluntarily defer to this authority.>

We can further pull out from these definitions that legitimacy is a
relational phenomenon. That is, legitimacy takes place between
two actors. As Schoon (2022) specifies, legitimacy involves an
object (the actor being evaluated as legitimate), an audience (the

actor that confers legitimacy), and a relationship between the

3 We use both “obey” and “voluntarily defer to” in order to acknowledge
two types of authority — first, in a command and control sense of
influencing action; second in the sense of being seen as the shared
reference point in settings where there may be debates about the state of
the world. The latter form of being “the authority” overlaps with
credibility.
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object and the audience. Each object can have multiple
simultaneous audiences, and thus multiple simultaneous

conferrals of legitimacy, which can vary in “amount.”

Bringing this together, we can provisionally say that legitimacy is
the beliefs held by an audience that an authority should be
obeyed. “[W]hen a government institution or organization lacks
legitimacy, it may no longer be worthy of respect or obedience,”
writes legal scholar Tara Lee Grove (2022, p. 2240). For our
purposes, the authority in question can be any institution —
whether a formal organization or an informal network, or anything

in between. Likewise, the relevant audience can vary widely.

Practically, the relationship between legitimacy and perception
also means that legitimacy is at least in part a function of
perceptions in a given time or place. It can ebb and flow based on
actions and characteristics of the institution, but also on the basis
of shifting expectations, norms, and narratives. Today's
institutional entrepreneurs not only face new and arguably more
complex challenges to govern — given the speed and scale of
interconnections across time and space, for example, or the
complexity of social, technological, and environmental systems
that shape everyday outcomes — but also a new information
environment. Information flows faster to wider groups of people,
but is also more manipulatable and targetable to reinforce or
reshape individual and group beliefs.

One final difficulty with the concept of legitimacy is the similarities
it shares with several other important social phenomena, including
trust, credibility, justice, and general support. Additionally,
phenomena like coercion and self-interest, while clearly
analytically distinct from legitimacy, can be difficult to tease apart
empirically. When legitimacy is typically measured via empirical
indicators like acceptance, compliance, and public support, it can
be nearly impossible to identify the causal relationship.
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Our take on legitimacy

It is practically useful to see legitimacy as a stock that ebbs and
flows over time. This is not an unusual view: a number of scholars
have conceptualized it this way as a basis for then describing the
process of legitimation and its drivers. Johnson et al (2006), for
example, highlights four stages: innovation, local validation,
diffusion, and general validation. More generally, lan Hurd
observes that “legitimation is never complete.” It is not something
that we can “set and forget” — it's a property that requires attention

and maintenance over time.

Conceptualizing legitimacy as a stock highlights the challenges for
institutional entrepreneurs of creating and sustaining legitimacy
over time, in a given context, and potentially with competition
including specific efforts to reduce or “steal” legitimacy. We
describe the dynamics of legitimacy below, but broadly there are
three sets of driving forces: exogenous context, actions of the
institution and those who are seen to represent it, and the

potentially competitive efforts of those outside the institution.

We also consider legitimacy needs as being contingent on
various aspects of the new institution’s mission as well as its
political and social setting including the legitimacy of the larger

social or political order that it is part of.

We discuss the determinants of demand for legitimacy in the
section on ‘How Much is Needed, but broadly there are two
dimensions: i) how many individuals or entities need to accept the
legitimacy, and ii) how intensely the institution aims to alter
“practice as usual.” Purely technical agreements are likely to
require acquiescence from a smaller number of individual entities
than, for example, institutions that are in the political limelight or
that directly and visibly affect a large group. With respect to the
intensity of change in “practice as usual,” an institution that is
largely focused on coordination or information-sharing may require
less legitimacy than one that has powers of coercion and uses

them in order to succeed.
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Given these two points, legitimacy can be thought of as a
continuum, from no legitimacy to surplus, with some level at which

there is just enough of it to sustain the institution and its purpose.



2. Why is it important?

Legitimacy is a resource that actors wield in social and political life.
It is one answer to Max Weber’s question “Why do men obey?”
that has been implicitly carried forward in a variety of contexts.
Bodansky (2013), for example, notes that “states may be more
likely to feel an obligation to comply with a rule [..] that results

from a process they regard as legitimate” (emphasis added).

There are other approaches to influence as well — coercion and
self-interest readily come to mind — but legitimacy arguably offers
additional benefits of lowering monitoring costs and increasing
resilience, flexibility, durability in the face of change, and

alignment with ethics.

In this section we outline some of the recognized values of
legitimacy as a starting point for motivating the effort to
accumulate knowledge of how to create and maintain it. While we
have not seen any effort to financialize the value of legitimacy, the
economics literature (summarized in Akerlof, 2017) has
parameterized it as an asset that justifies more visibly costly
actions by managers, including above-market wages, avoidance of
mergers that would import work cultures seen as legitimate, and

rejection of overqualified workers.

It is important to note that the literature on public management in
particular does not always assume that legitimacy is associated
with efficiency or even effectiveness. Campbell (2021), for
example, highlights circumstances in which legitimacy-enhancing
measures may be different or even at odds with changes that

focus on increasing organizational performance.

Lowering costs of enforcement

The value of legitimacy for lowering the monitoring and
enforcement costs of influence is the most widely recognized
across literatures, though authors differ in the specific mechanism

through which legitimacy supports influence. Akerlof (2017), for
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example, describes the value of legitimacy in terms of lowering the
cost of enforcement in three ways: i) agents feel more intrinsically
motivated to comply with rules they see as legitimate, ii) peers
supplement authority by being motivated to punish violators of
rules they consider legitimate, and iii) avoiding the “fear and
anger” that arises to resist rules that are seen as illegitimate. His
observations echo a larger literature including Ostrom’s (1990)
observation that “legitimacy reduces the costs of monitoring, and
[its] absence will increase the costs.” The psychological impact of
legitimacy on the sense of closure may also contribute to lowering
costs of influence: “There is considerable evidence that the
experience of justice is associated with perceived legitimacy of
authority,” as a consequence of which, “the perceived legitimacy
provides the basis for stability and efficient management” (Liang,
et al 2021, drawing on Tyler, 2011; Jackson et al,, 2012; Tyler and
Jackson, 2014).

Resilience

The notion that legitimate institutions — those seen as having the
moral right to rule — are more stable than arrangements based on
simple expedience or custom dates back to Weber (1922). One of
the underpinnings of this stability is the space for mistakes. Viehoff
(2019) describes legitimacy as “the right to err,” in part based on
Tyler (2006)’s findings about citizens’ attitudes toward mistakes by
institutions viewed as broadly legitimate. This ability to make
mistakes  without immediate punishment (although the
accumulation of mistakes over time almost certainly erodes
legitimacy) is especially valuable for institutions that need to
experiment or are charged with new tasks without precedent to

rely on.

The social power of legitimate institutions also reinforces their
ability to adapt in changing contexts. Leaders with a higher initial
stock of legitimacy are understood to be able to, for example,
impose and allocate losses in order to shepherd a group through
hard times. Hinck and Cooley’s (2023) study of legitimation efforts
during Egypt's economic crisis, for example, also summarizes

literature on different kinds of regimes’ efforts to maintain
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legitimacy in order to not only survive but also manage economic
crises — those that start with some kind of process-legitimacy by
being at least partial democracies are seen as having an

advantage.

Participants in the workshop raised the potential for legitimacy to
enable easier and/or faster expansion of an institution into new
mission or activity areas. This may operate in several ways —
legitimacy based on past performance may build a sense of
competence for new areas. A reputation for fairness based on past
achievements may help create initial positive impressions or

“benefit of the doubt” for action in new areas.

Finally, the convening and narrative shaping power that stems

from legitimacy is also likely to be a source of resilience.

Innovation and adaptation

The right to err also helps to generate space innovation or
experimentation. It cushions the impact of failure by ensuring
some degree of the benefit of the doubt is given rather than having
to be defended.

One workshop participant pointed out the value of legitimacy for
enabling experiments with new operational models for delivering
infrastructure, for example. In the absence of some form of
legitimation, models for infrastructure and service delivery that
deviate from established norms of financing, access, procurement,
or other widely accepted practices may never be tested. The risk
that poor outcomes lead to punishment is often considered too
great if the process behind the outcomes is new and not
established as legitimate. Over time, such models could gain
legitimacy through their effectiveness in sustaining service
provision, but with limited initial legitimacy they never get
attempted. Nowacki and Monk’'s (2021) study of the level of
integration of infrastructure innovation into mainstream practice in
Australia reinforces this point — independent infrastructure
agencies that enjoyed more legitimacy with respect to the broader
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government were more influential in integrating their innovations
into government practice.

Ethics

One could argue that we should not take the relative costs of
coercion versus legitimacy for granted — technology may change
in ways that lower the cost of coercion but increase the costs of
maintaining legitimacy. Even in this case, there is a normative
value of legitimacy as a moral ideal.



LEGITIMACY: WORKING HYPOTHESES

3. How much is needed?

N. P. Adams, Antoinette Scherz, and Cord Schmelzle (2020), p. 285

In the colloquial definition of legitimacy as the belief by “enough”
people that the institution is acceptable, right, or just, it is clear
that context matters. What are the determinants of “enough”? And
how deep does the belief need to be to be effective? There is very
little empirical work on those questions.

This section offers an initial set of ways to think about “amounts”
of legitimacy that an institutional entrepreneur might need to

pursue their goals.

First, how many people (or institutions) need to accept the
institution in order for it to “work”? What is the size of the
population that has to agree to the institution in order for it to be
established and maintain its budget, for example? This might be
quite larger in an open majoritarian setting, or relatively smallin a
more technocratic setting where the task is coordination between
a few businesses in an industry. In some cases, there may be a
variety of groups whose support is nice to have — but a particular
group that can veto the institution. That group’s sense of

acceptance — perception of legitimacy — then becomes

TA- B
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particularly important for the institution’s ability to achieve its

ends. Efforts to meet this need may be costly for others.

The “who” needs to support an institution for it to have sufficient
legitimacy to be functional varies by context. Institutions that only
require elite approval may need less legitimacy — fewer people to
view the institution as legitimate — than those that rest on mass
acceptance.

Second, how intense does the institution’s influence need to be?
How much of a deviation from “behavior as usual’ or “most
expedient action” does the institution seek to create? The more
intense the change, the deeper the legitimacy needed, particularly
among the group that is to be influenced. Note that this is a
different dimension than the size of the group that has to accept
the institution’s presence.

Third, what other sources of influence can the institution rely
on? Does it have the financial resources to create economic
incentives for those who it seeks to influence? Does it have
political authority and access to incentives of law, regulation, or
other powers of the state? Does it have the wherewithal to use
force? Can it withhold access to something of value? In the setting
that we focus on for this project — sub- and supranational

institutions — such alternatives to legitimacy are typically limited.

Context also matters, though the specific influences and their
channels may be harder to pin down. Participants in the
workshop raised the importance of contextual factors such as the

presence of a concurrent crisis.

Some at the workshop felt that a crisis can lower the bar for
sufficient legitimacy — essentially people grasping at the best
option in a moment of urgency or accepting approaches that
would otherwise be an anathema in a moment of emergency. The
literature on the relationship between crisis and legitimacy is
nuanced. Christensen et al. (2016), for example, piece together
limited case study and empirical literature on public sector

institutions to construct several plausible hypotheses about how
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higher levels of legitimacy can be particularly valuable during
crises by enabling organizations to rapidly change processes,
suspend norms, or act in new ways. Poor performance in a crisis
can also, on the other hand, reduce legitimacy. They note the lack
of empirical literature on the relationship between crisis and

different aspects of legitimacy.

The novelty of the institution or goals also shapes the need to
build additional legitimacy. Participants in the workshop pointed
out that extending existing areas of work to new locations or new
beneficiaries, for example, may require less additional investment
in legitimacy than novel programs. One explanation for this could
be that the prior experience helps create more initial

outcome-legitimacy to start with.



LEGITIMACY: WORKING HYPOTHESES

4. Sources of (sufficient)
legitimacy

Hurd (2017) 174)

The latter half of the paper aims to illustrate the sources of
(sufficient) legitimacy and provide an initial applicable typology
and practical hypotheses for institutional design. In this section,
we focus on laying out broad categories of ways that institutional
entrepreneurs can accumulate more legitimacy since the question
of what is “enough” is highly contextual and depends on the
broader resources that the institution has access to. In the next
section, “Dynamics of Legitimacy,” we look at ways in which
choices by institutional entrepreneurs interact with the broader
context to shape the dynamics of legitimacy.

The final section, “Possible Trajectories” integrates the three
sections on sufficient legitimacy, sources, and dynamics to
generate testable hypotheses (for research) that could also be
seen as reasonable extrapolations of the literature to generate

“good bets” for institutional entrepreneurs.
Different scholars have put out hypotheses on relevant sources of

legitimacy. Our aim is to build on these learnings but move
towards a more applied direction in order to be useful for

TA- B

19



institutional entrepreneurs. We'll use Hurd's (2007, p. 67)
suggestion for a three-part typology of legitimacy, based on the
“active legitimizing force” as the starting point: (1) “favorable
outcomes, (2) fairness, or (3) correct procedure.” The specific
terminology is not universal across typologies of legitimacy, but it
is similar. Outcomes or performance-based legitimacy as well as
fairness are commonly used sources of legitimacy. The specific
word for “right process” varies — “cognitive legitimacy,” for
example, is often described as a procedure that is “appropriate” or

“familiar” — and as such corresponds well to “correct procedure.”

These sources of legitimacy may involve trade-offs, including
between one another. Demonstrating inclusion, for example, by
including a wide variety of groups in decision-making, may come
at the cost of efficiency and mission focus. The balance between
ensuring that all impacted groups are included versus the group is
small enough or a small enough subset can move forward is
essentially a decision that needs to weigh the importance of two
kinds of legitimacy. There is no general answer. Transparency,
usually considered part of “good governance” may also expose

institutions to damaging scrutiny.

It is important to recognize that legitimacy may be one important
characteristic of an institution — but it is not the sole attribute to

optimize.

Legitimacy debt

Participants in the workshop debated the validity of separating
new or updated institutions from the context that they are part of.
We note the importance of initial conditions for the legitimacy of
new or updated institutions and argue that these would play out
at least in part through the formation of legitimacy through

outcomes, fairness, or correct procedure.
For example: can a new agency that is formed by an autocratic

government ever be legitimate or is it doomed to illegitimacy by

association? Similarly, can new international organizations that
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form within a system with an inequitable and illegitimate

distribution of power acquire legitimacy?

A new or updated institution that is associated with an illegitimate
“parent,” funder, or background social order may have to
demonstrate a greater potential to deliver outcomes — or actually
deliver more superlative outcomes — in order to be accepted than
one that starts with some goodwill. Legitimacy debt is one
rationalization for populist autocracies, for example, or leaders’
explicit communications efforts to highlight economic or
development achievements even as democratic norms (“right
process”) weaken. Nathan's (2020) empirical exploration of the
puzzle of authoritarian legitimacy (as measured by survey) in Asia
finds this dynamic at work — which makes authoritarian regimes

more vulnerable than democratic ones to economic downturn.

Similarly, an institution that is part of a social contract that is seen
to be fundamentally unfair may need to differentiate itself and
expend more effort in communicating and demonstrating these
differences than one that starts in a setting seen as more generally
fair. Masengwe et al. (2021), for example, documents the impact
of prior skepticism about the fairness of elections and political
competition on the perceived legitimacy of the 2018 election
announcements in Zimbabwe. Prior skepticism raised the bar for

timely, transparent communication.

The initial funders, representatives, and supporters for a new or
updated institution can, on the other hand, be an important asset if
they send signals of competence, or use their social standing to
“certify” fairness or appropriateness of an updated or new

institution.

Outcomes

There are various ways through which competence — the actual or
expected ability to produce desirable outcomes — can be a force

for legitimacy.
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One channel, which Hurd notes as the implicit model of legitimacy
in international relations, runs through self-interest: audiences
consider an institution legitimate when they benefit, or expect to
benefit, from it. This can explain variation in legitimacy — why the
winners of the social order perceive it as legitimate while
entrenched losers do not. It can also explain why losers who
expect that they might win in the future confer legitimacy. In
Greene (2019), for example, political authority is based on
subjects’ acknowledgement “that the regime is valuable as a
political order,” which in turn “relies on the essential claim of a
political order, which is to deliver benefits to subjects through the

exercise of power and authority.” (p. 69)

A second channel runs through social perceptions of appropriate
outcomes. Even if the audience does not have a personal stake in
the outcome, does the institution’s impact align with a broader
sense of what is correct? Does consenting to the institution bolster
reputational capital that is valuable for other reasons? We discuss

this further in the “fairness” subsection.

For new institutions or processes, the expectation of outcomes is a
more relevant force than actual outcomes — those are yet to be
demonstrated. Legitimacy in this case would rest on the
appearance of the ability to generate favorable or appropriate
outcomes: sufficient expertise, financial resources, authority, or
association with prior status. Clark et al. (2021), for example,
speaks of a civil society organization (Food Matters) “bringing
legitimacy to the [dialogue with the government] through their
history of community organizing, relationship building, and
programming.” This is both an opportunity and a constraint — an
opportunity to gain at least temporary support through a
persuasive story, but a requirement to deliver relatively quickly.
Mulgan (2023) argues that “power is only legitimate if it is seen to
be tied to knowledge,” noting that this is particularly true for
organizations whose mission is related to knowledge aggregation
or application.

Participants in the workshop pointed out the importance of

whether other older or existing institutions had tried and failed to
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achieve the same goals, but disagreed on whether this would help
or harm the prospects for new institutions to demonstrate or claim
outcome legitimacy. It may work both ways: by creating an
appetite for a novel approach and initial benefit of the doubt, or
cynicism. In cases where a new institution takes over tasks or issue
space in existing institutions has been seen as more fair or
appropriate, or trustworthy, the duplication can start new
initiatives off at a disadvantage. Participants in the workshop
raised the particular challenges of working to develop new
initiatives alongside informal institutions that may have very

different fairness and procedural logic.

Fairness

Within the “fairness school,” as Hurd calls it, there are two
variants: input oriented, centered on assessment of the way the
institution operates (rules, procedures, representation, etc); and
output oriented, or producing fair outcomes. Hurd notes that these
dimensions of fairness are often intermingled. Both kinds of
assessments rely on underlying perceptions shaped by individual
psychology and social norms. Audiences bestow legitimacy on an
institution when they “sense that it treats people fairly” (Hurd

2007, 69) — but “fair” can take various forms or be contested.

The benchmarks for fairness in the international arena have varied
over time. Inclusion of those affected by decisions — whether
directly or through representatives — is a common form of

fairness, as are obligations for redistribution and restitution.

In some issue areas, specifically stated ethical principles may
create boundary conditions on what can gain wide acceptance as
“fair” process and outcomes. The standing of such declarations
varies, and typically relies on both demonstrated expertise as well
as diversity of authors. In other cases, “fair” is not explicitly stated,
but accumulated through precedent and repetition. The “polluter
pays” principle as well as the normative sense of obligation to
future generations are two examples. Young (2017) outlines three
dimensions of the effectiveness of principles, whether explicitly

stated or accumulated: linguistic capital, or their ability to shape
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dialogue and shared goals; non-utilitarian reasoning, or the ability
to express value outside benefit-cost analysis; and normative
benchmarks, or a shared sense of the direction of “better”

outcomes.

Correct procedure

Hurd distinguishes ‘correct’ from ‘fair procedure’ as being a form of
legitimacy based on following rules that are taken to be the right
way to solve problems. “Evidence-based policy,” for example, or
rational exchange of ideas are often held up as forms of “correct”
procedure. The “good governance” cluster of participation,
transparency, and accountability seem to be firmly rooted as core
components of both fair and correct procedure across a number of
issue areas and working through a number of both ethical and

functional mechanisms.

In discussing geoengineering, for example, Winickoff et al. (2015)
suggests that “public participation may increase the perceived
legitimacy of a technology and its governance, enhancing trust
between scientists and lay publics.” On algorithms and reliance on
artificial intelligence to supplement other knowledge, Lazar (2022)
points out that opaque computational systems are unlikely to be
seen as procedurally legitimate because the decisions cannot be
explained — explanations are a critical part of the current political
bargain around legitimacy. de Fine Licht (2012) summarizes three
more general lines of argument through which transparency is
thought to increase legitimacy: 1) In a principal-agent sense,
letting the public see for itself; 2) Informationally, having an
argument in the open increases the likelihood that more
information will be taken into account; and 3) Procedurally,
ensuring that all are aware of how and why decisions are being
made increases legitimacy through making them more explainable,
less arbitrary. Esty (2006) argues that in the international system,
with its political and cultural diversity, administrative law serves a

shared “correct procedure” to build on.

These rules are likely to vary across domains and communities

involved with the organization — public health, for example, has
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different ways of “correctly” managing risk than communities

around digital technologies.

Legitimacy through a correct procedure is in some sense akin to
cognitive legitimacy, or being part of the taken-for-granted social
context. For new organizations, this can be a challenge: if they are
new, they cannot be taken for granted. They can, however, mimic
other organizations that have cognitive legitimacy from being
taken as part of the natural order. Institutional entrepreneurs may
also be able to shape the sense of “correct” rules by framing the
objectives of a new institution to align with particular fields and
their habits and traditions. This kind of mimicry or analogue may
be particularly important for institutions that are proposing to
leverage advances in technology to introduce new approaches to

democracy, decision-making, and expert synthesis.

Social narratives

Participants in the workshop emphasized the importance and
malleability of social narratives around outcomes, fairness, and
appropriateness to shape legitimacy. Storytelling, alignment with
a shared myth or memory, novel empirical research, and
socialization of possibilities can all be important foundations for

building legitimacy for new and updated institutions.

One common thread across domains from international finance to
public health was the value of investing in building a wide sense
of fairness, appropriateness, or technical competence well before
actually initiating a new institution. Crisis, or the sudden visibility
of a need for the new institution, may then create an opportunity
for significant change if the ideas are in circulation with some
legitimacy. The formation of the Group of 20 (G20) in the wake of
the 1999 East Asian Financial crisis, is one such example. The idea
had been in circulation for some time, but the crisis demonstrated
the urgency to look past the Group of 7 (G7) for a more

comprehensive picture of financial stability.

Participants also noted that social narratives, including those

around knowledge and sources of knowledge, were themselves in
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flux. ‘Science’ has, for example, been seen as a legitimating basis
for some institutions and decisions, but is increasingly being

questioned as excluding valuable information and perspectives.



5. Dynamics of legitimacy

The previous sections provided very basic guidance on the
currencies of legitimacy. However, simply designing institutions to
convey capacity or demonstrate performance, choosing
appropriate processes, or complying with existing norms of failure
is not enough. Institutions, as codifications of collective practice,
evolve — as does their context. The combination — the
relationship between the institutions and the actors whose
perceptions of legitimacy are important for the institution’s
functioning — inevitably changes in ways that affect the
sufficiency of legitimacy.

In this section, we first describe the ways in which context can, in
principle, affect the ebb and flow of legitimacy. The actual impacts
of competition, narrative shifts, crises, and other contextual
changes on legitimacy depends on how the institution responds to
the context, however. The latter part of the section shifts back to
tactics for institutional entrepreneurs to anticipate and adjust
strategies for legitimacy. We also consider ways in which
institutional entrepreneurs can shape their context to build the
space for legitimacy.

External factors influencing legitimacy
Competition

Competition from other actors can have an impact on the
legitimacy of the institution. There are various forms of competition
that may affect legitimacy.

Rivals may, for example, attack an institution’'s sources of
legitimacy. They might try to contradict or reshape the framings
that shape the definition of “correct process,” for example, by
highlighting alternative approaches or ways of thinking about the
institution’s mission. Efforts to discredit elections, for example,

often center on efforts to sow doubt about whether processes
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such as vote counting are correctly followed.* Competition may be
the sincere expression of alternative visions. Is representative
democracy with defined constituencies the “correct” approach? Or
perhaps something more direct — a citizen assembly, for example,

with less potential for gerrymandering?

Rivals might share information (or disinformation) that erodes the
perception of an institution’s fairness or the credibility of the
outcomes that it delivers. Participants in the workshop pointed out
the potential for “wars of information” aimed at undermining
legitimacy. Political competition around taxation and public
budgeting, for example, from small towns to major national
programs, often centers on curated narratives about potential

winners and losers in addition to competing notions of fairness.

Competition around legitimacy is not necessarily negative — it can
also fuel creative destruction. Participants in the workshop noted
that there might be such a thing as “too much legitimacy,” or too
much staying power due to nostalgia even when the institutions
are no longer functioning. Older institutions may also have a
legitimacy advantage relative to new rivals simply by being
present and familiar — and they may also have better access to
distribution channels for information that preserves the status quo.
On the other hand, older institutions have a more concrete track
record from which rivals can select specific failures or unfairness to
highlight. A history can cut both ways.

Participants in the workshop pointed out the importance of the
initial power dynamics for understanding the potential trajectory
and consequences of competition around legitimacy on the quality

of institutions.

Institutional failure — to achieve stated goals or to deliver on

promised outcomes — is obviously damaging to legitimacy. The

4 Sances (2023), however, casts doubt on the efficacy of this strategy. He
finds that U.S. voters’ perceptions of elections legitimacy do not
necessarily decline at the same rate as their perceptions that the votes
were correctly tallied.
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extent of damage to legitimacy, however, is a function of several
other choices. First, how central outcomes are to the strategy for
legitimation. An institution that is seen as fair, or having followed
the correct process, may be able to maintain its legitimacy even if it
fails in delivering its initial purpose. These alternative sources of
legitimacy may elicit “benefit of the doubt.” Second, failure is a
matter of perceptions as well as factual relevance. Perceptions, in
turn, are a function of communication and visibility — how many
people know about the failure and how quickly does the news

spread — as well as the context in which the failure sits.

The decay of surrounding institutions, particularly institutions that
may have helped to create a new entity, can erode legitimacy. This

is similar to legitimacy debt.

Two other forms of contagion came up in the workshop and the
literature. First, perceptions of staff or individual programs can
spill over to color views of the broader institution. As with failure,
the speed with which views of individual actions affect the
institutions’ legitimacy is a matter of perceptions, context, and,
often, communication strategies that attempt to seize on
individuals as representing the strengths or weaknesses of the
institutions that they are part of.

Second, perceptions of illegitimacy can be “catching.” Dellmuth
and Tallberg (2021), for example, find that communication by
national elites can influence the perceptions of legitimacy of
international organizations, even when it is not about the
international organization’s performance or procedures (e.g., not
necessarily operating through updating observers’ perceptions of
other sources of legitimacy). The mechanism appears to be a
transfer of perceptions of approval or disapproval, though they
find that elite communication is more influential in reducing than

augmenting legitimacy.
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Institutional entrepreneurs that rely upon outcomes to build
legitimacy are probably the most vulnerable to delegitimation
through failure to achieve the outcomes they set out for
themselves. To the extent that exogenous shocks cannot be
explained as unrelated to the institution’s core capacity or
weathered on the basis of other forms of legitimacy, exogenous
shocks can diminish legitimacy through affecting performance.
Competition, or simply the varying ways in which media and
underlying algorithms focus the spotlight, can also amplify
exogenous shocks to outsized impacts on legitimacy relative to

their impact on the organization’s delivery of outcomes.

But crises are also potential opportunities, as pointed out above
(see “How Much is Needed?’); they can lower the bar for

legitimacy needs.

Khemani (2020) uses game-theoretic logic to show how
life-threatening emergencies such as COVID may have created a
“legitimacy windfall” for governments in developing countries that
found themselves as the best option on the frontlines of defending
safety. This opportunity could be — and, in retrospect, was in
some cases — squandered. Empirical evidence on the impact of
environmental disasters on government popularity supports the
logic: the disaster creates a new space in which there are few
competitors to demonstrate competence, in other words, an
opportunity to build legitimacy. Failure by incumbents to respond,
however, is associated with openings for long-shot rivals (Cole et
al,, 2012; Blankenship et al., 2020).

Each of the currencies of legitimacy outlined above rest in some
way on language and narratives: “fair” and “correct” procedure is a
function of the way that issues are framed, markers of status are a
function of perceptions of hierarchy and history, perceptions of
effectiveness can rest on historical patterns of hierarchy. As
institutions are codifications of (collective) practice they are as such
social constructs and deeply connected to the narratives directly
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and indirectly related to them. If legitimacy rests on factors such as
perceptions of justice, respected forms of status, and perceptions
of unique ability or power, then it can change as these narratives
shift. This implies a relationship between the dynamics of

legitimacy and the dynamics of narrative.

There are various reasons to expect nonlinearities in the impact of
narrative shift on legitimacy. Bitektine and Haack (2015), for
example, point out that legitimacy can be more stable than
individual evaluator opinion because individuals also weigh what
they believe others think in addition to their own evolving
understanding. The attention to the collective sense of legitimacy
even if individuals no longer evaluate an institution as legitimate
can be stabilizing, but at some point enough of a shift in shared
sense of the narrative underlying accumulates to reduce support.
Scott (1990) outlines a different mechanism: processes through
which new narratives are formed can happen in the shadows,
among subaltern groups, along the fringes before emerging to
challenge existing perceptions. These can thus seem to appear

fully formed, suddenly, when given the opening.

This recognition of language and narratives, while being apparent,
is an area where the interaction of research and practice can add
significant value moving forward because narratives are in some
sense, malleable. The stories we tell of the society in which we
live, the discourse we use, and the metaphors we embrace build
the basis of what type of collective action is considered
meaningful. These can be a source of strength for those seeking to
build institutions — as well as an area of risk for efforts to sustain

legitimacy.
Agency: Gaining and sustaining legitimacy

Pick your starting place

Self-assessment is important. Picking a focus area that is in
keeping with the institutional entrepreneur’s current or
visible-potential capacity is an important starting place for
success. Developing a strategy to gain legitimacy, for example, by
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delivering outcomes that are well beyond the current funding,
informational, or technical capacity of the new institution may be

optimistic and hopeful — but hard to take to success.

Similarly, being realistic about the current information and
narratives surrounding the issue on which the new institution
focuses is also important. Attempting to build broad
outcome-based legitimacy around a problem for which success is
hard to attribute or may necessarily come from activities that are
quiet or behind the scenes, may also not be the most effective path

to build legitimacy.

One potential tactic for institutional entrepreneurs is to identify
starting points for their institution to focus on purposes that
require lower levels of legitimacy as a way to build a reputation
and a stock of legitimacy. The section on “How Much [Legitimacy]
is Needed?” outlines a number of factors that affect the need for
legitimacy including: context, size and diversity of the group that
must consider an institution Llegitimate, intensity of influence
needed, and availability of other sources of influence. For instance,
having a new institution to start more as a way for technical
coordination can lead to building a reputation for effectiveness that
can then help to establish the basis for acquiring the higher levels

of legitimacy that are needed for political coordination.

The institutional entrepreneur cannot necessarily choose context
— whether there is a crisis in the background that leads people to
be open to something, anything, for example; or whether the
institution’s proposed goals are new. They can, however, choose
timing — perhaps launching an idea when the need for a solution
of any kind is widely recognized. An institutional entrepreneur may
also be able to frame their approach as novel and therefore
worthwhile of an initial benefit of the doubt.

The institutional entrepreneur is more likely to be able to choose a
focus area, and in this way to choose to pursue a goal that needs
limited acquiescence — either a small number of people to agree
on legitimacy, or a limited degree of compliance. Another way to

reduce the initial legitimacy requirements is to rely on existing
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foundations: to work within agreed upon international treaties, for

example.

The question of whether institution-building is a political or a
technical process matters in regard to the dynamics of its
legitimacy. A political process can derive legitimacy from existing
political actors and their interactions, and engage in discussions,
debates and tensions in this context, which has benefits and
downsides depending on the context. A technical process can
derive legitimacy from being functional — producing outcomes
that the participants benefit from.

Participants in the workshop and a scan of available literature
highlighted several tactics through which institutional
entrepreneurs could build resilience of legitimacy to external
factors.

The first was to use a portfolio of approaches to building
legitimacy — outcomes, fairness, and attention to expectations
about appropriate process — rather than rely on just one. Any one
source of legitimacy could be debated or affected by external
factors, but having all three come under scrutiny or competition is
less likely. Several papers find that outcome-based legitimacy is
vulnerable to erosion when the same group “loses” repeatedly.
Sances (2023) finds that losers of elections in the U.S. are more
likely than others to view the process as illegitimate (controlling
for party and other indicators of attitudes toward elections). Kern
and Kolln (2022) and Kern et al (2024)’s studies of Dutch and Irish
voters respectively find that while individual (one-election losses)
are frustrating to voters, accumulated (repeated) losses affect the

perceptions of the voting process’s legitimacy.

Similarly, institutional entrepreneurs should keep options open
when relying on borrowed legitimacy from other sources (e.g.,
funders, allies, prominent board members). Over time, make sure
to reduce the influence of particular veto-players — no one group

or entity should be indispensable to keeping legitimacy.
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The second was to focus on building an internal culture that
matches the specific legitimacy strategy — to anticipate scrutiny,
and ensure that individuals, units, and processes stand up to it as
well as the overall organization. The culture should also be
oriented around learning and updating. Mulgan (2023) points to
the importance of rituals and regular gathering for reinforcing
legitimacy, which he argues tends to atrophy over time otherwise.
It is not feasible for any organization to get everything right from
the beginning, meaning that reflection should be embedded in the

organizational culture.

Attention to culture can also be important for maintaining internal
coherence. Gorbetai et al (2020)'s study of “Makers” found
legitimacy to be a double-edge sword: as the field gained
legitimacy, it attracted many different actors “with discrepant
practices” that led to factionalization. The account is of a field
rather than an organization, but the implication is that attention to
culture and shared values helps to maintain the collective identity

and image that helped create legitimacy in the first place.

Functional legitimacy is based on perceptions and the relationship
between these perceptions of a new institution and existing
narratives about outcomes, fairness, and appropriate process.
Perceptions are formed based on information that resonates.

It is therefore essential for institutional entrepreneurs to
communicate about their potential, their outcomes, their approach,
and their intentions. Participants in the workshop were nearly
unanimous in their warning not to assume that your work or other
sources of legitimacy speak for themselves. Ambassadors, stories,

and outreach efforts are needed.

Communicating can be hard for new institutions, without a prior
platform or source of legitimacy. One of the values of legitimacy
described in “Why is it important?” is that legitimacy confers

convening power and reach. This implies that the accumulation of

TA- B



legitimacy may accelerate, but that also getting a start can be
hard. The media can make or break the potential for new ideas to

emerge and gather momentum.

Participants in the workshop also emphasized the importance of
two-way communication that allowed a new institution to convey
what it is doing, but also to listen to feedback and understand how
key audiences are seeing it.

Finally, it is essential to recognize that communication happens
through actions as well as articulated voice. The choices that an
institution makes about form, structure, and finances are

statements of their own:

e Using resources to deliver on purpose (instead of e.g.,
overly sized support structures or salaries of leadership).

e Being transparent to an extent that is sensible for building
confidence, accountability, or intelligence (i.e., transparency
should be the default position and when not possible, there
should be explicit rationale provided).

e The legal code and bylaws should reflect the purpose of
the organization (e.g., an organization aiming to deliver
public benefit should take this into account in its internal
structures).

e Conscious of the premises of pre-existent forms (i.e., a
purpose that requires high level of sharing may be more
difficult to achieve in an organization structured as a

commercial entity versus in a public benefit entity).

Legitimacy ebbs and flows, and most organizations can survive at
least some period of legitimacy lower than needed. Losing some
legitimacy temporarily may be a way, at times, to gain more in the
longer run. A forward-looking institutional entrepreneur, for
example, might anticipate a narrative shift in the sense of what is
valued, considered fair, or seen as correct procedure and make that
change in the organization before it happens in society. The basis

for sufficient legitimacy — the key groups that must accept an
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institution’s right to exist and authority — may also change over

time.



6. Possible trajectories

The way in which emerging institutions are set up and activities
sequenced influences how legitimate an institution is perceived to
be, and what sources of legitimacy it can rely on. It also matters in

regard to trajectories on how to build legitimacy.

This section provides initial hypotheses on how institutional
entrepreneurs might acquire and sustain legitimacy of new

initiatives, particularly those operating across nation-state borders.

Three points in particular stem from the scaffolding above. First,
legitimation strategies should be sensitive to context, history,
and issue area. One size does not fit many. Second, as discussed
in the section on Agency, there are many options for building
legitimacy in addition to the classic “good governance” formula

of transparency, inclusion, and consultation.

These include:

e framing the organizational mandate task to start in easier
terrain, with smaller numbers or less intense support
needed.

e Investing in research and outreach to shape the narrative in
ways that reframe what is fair or what is the correct
procedure for the task at hand.

o Selective borrowing from the past to create expectations of
outcome legitimacy — or taking advantage of

anti-incumbency biases to simply show a different option.

Third, the informational environment affects the dynamics of
legitimacy. The current context of widespread disinformation,
accelerating fragmentation through personalized and diverse
newsfeeds, and potential for rapid dissemination of information

creates both opportunities and risks for new institutions.
A dramatically new institution that has no cognitive legitimacy

because it “looks” different must work much harder to aggregate

sufficient evaluative legitimacy. This may mean:
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e that it spends a longer time in “quiet mode”, testing
arguments and messages for efficacy in attracting support.
e that it picks an issue area to start with that requires “less”
legitimacy — either a smaller set of supporters or a softer

form of influence.

For example: a new international organization that has nothing to
do with nation-states or the U.N. system must have a clear and
attractive statement of principles or an alternative demonstration
that it can deliver more effectively than the same initiative within
the U.N. system.

A new institution seeking to build legitimacy in a space where
solutions are uncertain or contested may have less scope for
independence from existing institutions and innovation relative to
accepted processes because it cannot build outcome-legitimacy
through building expectations of favorable outcomes.

For example: a new international organization seeking to solve a
global challenge through new means faces the double barrier of a)
convincing enough people that its approach is an effective one,
and b) that it has the capabilities needed to execute that approach.

In times of crisis — when the existing order seems to be
fraying or ineffective, the cognitive legitimacy of being “taken for
granted” can be a liability. Anti-incumbency may lower the bar for
building outcomes-based legitimacy by making simply “different

from today” appear stronger.

For example: anti-incumbency in politics can lead to the election of
inexperienced people without conventional markers of expertise. Is
there an institutional equivalent? How long might the grace period
be for such “upstart” institutions?

Institutional entrepreneurs may be able to obtain legitimacy for
new, independent, and untested propositions by either intervening
in research and communication to shift narratives or selectively

tailoring the institutional design to harness changing narratives.
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The relative value of and scope for strategies for gaining
legitimacy will evolve over time: as a start-up, appealing to
familiarity or to process-related legitimacy; over time relying on
outcomes. Still, these strategies are related — gaining the
standing to have outcomes assessed over time rather than on the
basis of single outliers requires another form of legitimacy to be in

place.



7. Reflections

It is possible to do endless analysis — and also to act quickly. In
the end, there is not always the time to explore all options in
depth, even if it were empirically possible to do so. This project has
highlighted many questions to consider; but also it's important
sometimes to just leap.

Formal and informal politics are almost always in a swirl — and
both are important.
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