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What is legitimacy?

• An endorsement of the state by citizens, at a moral or normative level
• “Deep trust”, “systemic trust”

• Legitimacy should not be mixed with political support 
• Political support is how you vote, who you wish to see in government

• Test of legitimacy
• You accept a decision or action by the government, even if it do not 

correspond with your personal preferences, and you have the freedom to 
protest.



Academic schools in legitimacy research I

• The particularistic
• No common, universal source of legitimacy. Every system needs to be studied 

on its own premises.
• Typical disciplines: Ethnography, anthropology, history

• The developmental school
• Organization, production and distribution of material well-being in a society 

produces legitimacy
• Typical disciplines: Economics
• Threats to legitimacy: Hard times, cuts in public budget, etc.



Academic schools in legitimacy research II

The sociological school
• Focus on social and cultural conditions that promote legitimacy

• Religion, social trust, social capital, feeling of ‘happiness,’ participation and engagement
• Typical disciplines: sociology
• Threats to legitimacy: Rapid social changes

• The bureaucratic school
• Focus on the strength, effectiveness, predictability and due procedures of public institutions
• Typical disciplines: Political science, Law
• Threats to legitimacy: Corruption, bribes, frauds, etc.

• The democratic school
• Focus on elections and citizen and stakeholder participation
• Typical disciplines: Political science
• Threats to legitimacy: Lack of “democratic quality”, decreasing participation, etc.



Urban planning and legitimacy

• All mentioned “schools” will be relevant to explain legitimacy in urban 
planning. 
• Arising question: In the context of planning, what is the relationship 

between different types of legitimacy (e.g. input-based versus output-
based)?

Input Process Output

Elections, participation Framing, preparing, 
decision making
Implementation

A decision, plan or project
(e.g. city development)



Some hypotheses

• A: Trade-off between input and output
• The better/greater project, the less important becomes participation for legitimacy
• The more participation, the harder to develop the best solutions

• B: Synergetic relationship
• Both input- and output-based legitimacy is equally important
• Good solutions are important, as is citizen participation.

• C: The clear distinction between input and output can be questioned
• Focussing on output does not mean that stakeholders and citizens voices are not 

involved, cfg. “co-production” and “co-creation”.


