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Exploring the dynamics of the
legitimacy judgment about the
public sector: the case of the
Spanish Ministry of Education and
its media legitimacy (2011-2015)

Abstract

This paper is part of a research project that looks at how
management of intangible assets can play a role to rebuild trust
in the public sector. More specifically, it looks at legitimacy
conceptualized as an intangible asset. The aim is to explore the
logic of legitimacy judgments about public organizations and to
assess whether there is congruence between a ministry (and the
minister)’s actions and how the media perceive and assess them.
Four types of legitimacy are examined: ‘Procedural’, based on
evaluations of the soundness of the ministry’s procedures and
processes; ‘Consequential’, which regards outcomes, results
and achievements of the ministry’s public policies; ‘Structural’
refers to buildings, working policies, budgets and resources;
and finally, ‘Personal legitimacy’ regards judgments which refer
to the minister. It is also analyzed whether these dynamics of
the legitimacy judgment followed a hybridization logic between
online and offline organizational communication and between
online and offline media. The analysed organization is the
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports, 2011-2015. Based on
findings, the paper discusses practical implications for
government communication legitimacy strategies.
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1. Introduction

Present economic and financial crisis is associated with a decrease in
trust in public institutions and with uncertainty. Resources are coming
under threat and citizens’ expectations are being less satisfied than
before, being thus public sector organizations impelled to legitimize
their activities and to work on their intangibility (Dincer & Uslaner,
2010; Carpenter & Krause, 2012; Thomas & Louis, 2013; Luoma-aho &
Makikangas, 2014; Canel & Luoma-aho, 2015).
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This paper is part of a research project that looks at how management of intangible
assets can play a role in rebuilding trust in the public sector. An intangible asset is a non-
monetary asset (without physical substance), which enables and gives access to tangible
capital. Therefore, it gives rise to a resource from which a future (long-term) benefit or
value (social, monetary, etc.) is expected to flow both for the organization as well as for
stakeholders or citizens (Egginton, 1990; Hall, 1992; Lev & Daum, 2004; Canel & Luoma-aho,
2015; Canel & Luoma-aho, in press). Though built on past events (and linked to the
behaviour of the organization), intangibles require communication to exist.

Conceptualized as an intangible asset, legitimacy is understood in organizational
literature as the perception that different publics have about the right of an organization to
exist, and hence, it rests in the minds of the different publics. Organizations attempt to
build legitimacy through communication strategies, and in order to succeed in this
endeavour, they need to explore and listen to how different publics formulate their
legitimacy judgements.

This paper explores the dynamics of the legitimacy judgment in search for clues that
can help elaborating legitimacy strategies. It compares a) those judgments made about itself
by an organization with those made about the same organization by the media, and b) the
legitimacy judgements made by offline communication with online communication.

The structure of the paper is as follows. First, the concept of legitimacy is discussed,
with particular elaboration on the process through which legitimacy judgments are
formulated, for which a typology of legitimacy is introduced. Second, how the media shape
the process of legitimacy judgment is discussed introducing the concept of ‘media
legitimacy’. A helpful resource for this analysis is the concept of ‘hybridization’, which is
discussed in third place. Finally, findings of a content analysis are presented and discussed
to conclude with practical implications.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Legitimacy and its online expression

Building on institutional theory, this paper conceptualizes legitimacy as an intangible asset
of public sector organizations. Literature on organizational communication understands
that legitimacy is to some extent based on stakeholders’ perceptions, for legitimacy is a
judgment, about an organization’s actions, made by its strategic audiences, according to
cultural norms and standards (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Suchman, 1995; Deephouse, 1996;
Tyler, 2006; Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 20006; Bitektine, 2011). Organizations are perceived
as legitimate when there is congruence between organizational values and activities and
accepted behavioural norms in social system (Dowling & Pfeffer, 1975: 122 and Parsons, 1960:
175, quoted in Suchman, 1995: 573). Legitimacy reveals then certain logic between social
values, norms, and expectations with the actions, performance and outcomes of
organizations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Suchman, 1995; Deephouse, 1999; Johnson, Dowd &
Ridgeway, 2006; Bitektine, 2011). To the extent that it is social norms against what the
judgement is formulated, it can be stated that the legitimacy of an organization is built
through a collective social process (Johnson et al., 2006).

There is an extensive body of literature that considers legitimacy as an intangible asset
that is conferred upon or granted to organizations by organizational stakeholders (Hamilton
2006; Suchman, 1995; Hamilton, 2006; Tyler, 2006; Diez et al., 2010). Legitimacy enables and
gives access to tangible assets. It affects an organization’s ability to garner resources, and
organizations with a higher level of legitimacy will produce and increase resources more
easily (Baum & Oliver, 1999; Diez et al., 2010). Legitimacy gives rise to resources and, to the
extent that it is “the degree of cultural support of an organization” (Meyer & Scott, 1983: 201)
and that it justifies the organization’s role in the social system, legitimacy is itself a resource
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(Ashforth & Gibbs, 1990: 177). The value of being perceived as legitimate might be becoming a
crucial resource for the survival of public organizations in contexts of conflict, crises of
trust, and resource scarcity. Legitimacy is also associated with the resource of trust to the
extent that legitimate organizations are perceived not only as worthier, but also as more
meaningful, predictable, and credible (Hamilton, 2006; Tyler, 2006). In this sense, apart
from the benefit that it provides to the organization (for it promotes acceptance of its
decisions and the rules that it promulgates), legitimacy also provides a benefit for society in
the respect that the more a public organization is supported, the more stability and
institutional effectiveness there will be (Tyler, 2006: 391).

What confers legitimacy to public sector organizations? What are norms, values and
beliefs of citizens towards which the idea of legitimacy might be contrasted? How are the
perceived features of an organization processed by the person who judges? In exploring the
legitimacy judgment, there is extent literature that distinguishes types of legitimacy to
differentiate analytical processing that yields different types of judgments that can be
rendered with respect to the organization (Scott & Meyer, 1991; Hunt & Aldrich, 1996;
Deephouse & Carter, 2005; Golant & Sillince, 2007; Diez et al., 2010; Bitektine, 2011).
Typologies are helpful conceptual tools to explore the dynamics of legitimacy and thus to
identify different aspects, angles and objects on which the legitimacy judgment is focused
on.

They typology of moral legitimacy suggested by Suchman (1995) is a helpful tool.
Consequential legitimacy refers the judgment to what the organization accomplishes
(outcomes, results and achievements, e.g. mortality rates at public hospitals). Procedural
legitimacy is based on favorable evaluations of the soundness of the procedures, processes
and means, and applied to the public sector, procedural legitimacy refers to the process
followed in public management (such as dialogue, consensus seeking, following procedural
requirements; e.g. “this regulation of hospitals has been passed by consensus with all
political parties”). Structural legitimacy refers to organizational structures: general
organizational features, including buildings, resources, quality control, working policies,
etc. Finally, personal legitimacy refers to the person who represents the organization, either
referring to his/her professional capacity or to personality features like empathy,
communication, integrity, etc.

The application of this typology might provide clues to an organization for the
formulation of communication strategies, and help identifying the conditions in which
people evaluate and predict how they are going to react to the messages. All in all, it can
help to properly manage intangibility itself.

The concept of online legitimacy emerges as society changes: citizens increasingly ask
organizations to justify themselves in many different areas and aspects (such as economic,
social and environmental issues), and the way they do so is being affected by new
possibilities to interact. New media are generating the need for a new type of organizational
legitimacy and dialogue (Colleoni, 2013). Castelld, Etter y Arup state that “the adaptation to
this new cultural and network order is ultimately related to the organization’s ability to
challenge the assumptions about who influences the legitimation process” (2016: 420).
“Breaking the organizational rules, norms, and routines and reducing the efforts to control
the engagement, facilitated organizational legitimacy in the new Internet based community”
(Castello et al., 2016: 420). An organization can increase its online legitimacy if it has a close
relationship with its stakeholders.
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2.2. From traditional media to social media: building legitimacy ina; h ydonredia
system’

Social media are suitable platforms for undertaking organizations-public dialogue (Moreno
& Capriotti, 20009; Lee et al., 2012; Fieseler & Fleck, 2013; Castell6 et al., 2014), and it has
been argued that social media help organizations becoming more relational, as well as
destabilising the current institutional order to adapt to new cultural norms and networked
forms (Bitektine & Haack, 2015). Social media enable -nd public
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