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A B S T R A C T   

This study examines the legitimation of actors in international networks of emerging markets. Based on a 
network view of markets and literature on organizational legitimacy, we conceptualize actor legitimation as a 
process intertwined with the dynamics of international networks. We then draw on analyses of 78 legitimation 
episodes from interviews with actors involved in peacebuilding in Myanmar/Burma. We contribute to literature 
by defining the sources and targets of legitimation and by determining the related immediate network dynamics. 
Moreover, we depict actor legitimation processes regarding their network embeddedness in terms of salience, 
temporality, and longer term network architecture.   

1. Introduction 

The opening of an economically and politically closed country is a 
significant event that often attracts global attention and creates new 
opportunities for many foreign actors. The end of Myanmar/Burma’s 
decades-long military regime in 2011 marked the beginning of a new 
internationalization era for the country. Aside from starkly increasing 
foreign direct investment and international trade in general, interna-
tional governmental relations were reactivated, and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) entered the country to support peacebuilding and 
democratization processes. Many international networks including do-
mestic and foreign actors from all sectors of society started emerging to 
create insight with respect to the political, social, legal, and economic 
issues involved in any operation in the country. 

As has been shown in research on multinational enterprises’ (MNE) 
entry into emerging markets, such markets are characterized by unstable 
institutions, social crises, and minimal participation in global value 
chains (e.g., Ahlstrom, Bruton & Yeh, 2008). Moreover, emerging 
markets manifest high fluidity and uncertainty in their social systems 
and market structures, which leads to the increased need for any new 
actor willing to operate in the market to collaborate with a variety of 
stakeholders (Hill & Mudambi, 2010), that is, to become a member of a 
network that typically involves diverse governmental, nongovern-
mental, and private sector actors from within and outside the market. 
Establishing relationships with such networks has been argued to be a 
matter of legitimacy (Gaur, Kumar & Singh, 2014; Webb, Kistruck, 
Ireland & Ketchen, 2010; Zhang, Young, Tan & Sun, 2018). Legitimacy, 
as “a generalized 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, p. 
574), emerges in relation to the social system in which it takes place. 
Legitimation, that is, the gaining of legitimacy, is an interactive process 
that is often mentioned as necessary for membership in and for the 
mobilization of new market networks (Suddaby, Bitektine & Haack, 
2017). Legitimacy-focused studies on MNEs’ international expansion 
into and from emerging markets (see, e.g., Bangara, Freeman & 
Schroder, 2012; Nell, Puck & Heidenreich, 2015; Zhang et al., 2018) 
have shown how new actors can proactively and strategically create 
legitimacy to gain a foothold in a market’s network. 

In general, institutional theory can be seen to dominate the discus-
sion on legitimacy, and concepts such as institutional work (e.g., Law-
rence, Suddaby & Leca, 2011) allow for an understanding of the 
organization-level practices aimed at creating, maintaining, and dis-
rupting institutional structures related to their operations in foreign 
markets. Networks in actor legitimation processes have been perceived 
as both a means and an end to legitimation, yet little attention has been 
directed at the overall network-embedded nature of the legitimation 
process. In this study, we ask: How is the legitimation of actors in emerging 
markets embedded in international networks? The motivation for our study 
is based on the omittance of legitimation as an inherently distributed 
effort by multiple change agents who purposefully engage in creating 
legitimacy in international networks (see Suddaby et al., 2017). Un-
derstanding multi-actor legitimation processes in international networks 
is needed to appreciate markets as networks of relationships that 
constitute a powerful but fluid context for any international organiza-
tional activities (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). While there have been hints 
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at the necessity for collective action to create legitimacy (Ahlstrom et al., 
2008; Bangara et al., 2012), legitimation processes have mostly been 
approached from the perspective of single actors’ efforts in foreign 
markets. Moreover, studies have concentrated on the immediate inte-
gration of new actors into a new market network while largely omitting 
the longer term dynamics that their legitimation induces in the network 
(cf. Bangara et al., 2012; Zhang et al., 2018). We build on these insights 
to create an understanding of the multilateral and temporal dynamics 
that the legitimation of new actors in international networks of 
emerging markets entails. 

To answer our research question, we conceptualize actor legiti-
mation as a network-embedded process relying on a network view of 
markets (e.g., Johanson & Mattsson, 1988; Johanson & Vahlne, 2009; 
Mattsson, 1997) and elaborate on it based on research on organizational 
legitimacy (Deephouse, Bundy, Tost, Suchman & Greewood, 2017; 
Kostova & Zaheer, 1999; Ruef & Scott, 1998) and network legitimacy 
(Low & Johnston, 2008; Walker, Schlosser & Deephouse, 2014) in 
emerging market contexts (Ahlstrom et al., 2008; Zheng, Luo & Maksi-
mov, 2015). We then analyze 78 legitimation episodes drawn from in-
terviews with twenty private sector, nongovernmental, and 
governmental actors who were involved in the peacebuilding process in 
Myanmar/Burma from 2013 to 2014, shortly after the reopening of the 
country to the international community and the resumption of inter-
national trade. This approach allows us to see actor legitimation as an 
integral element of the dynamics of international networks that promote 
social stability in emerging markets. 

We contribute to the discussion on organizational legitimacy in 
emerging markets by defining actor legitimation processes and showing 
how those processes are embedded within the networks in which they 
take place. First, we define the sources of legitimacy that actors draw on 
and the targets they pursue when joining an international network, 
thereby depicting five network-embedded beginnings and four endings 
for actor legitimations. Moreover, we illustrate the ways in which 
legitimation in emerging markets is intertwined with wider represen-
tations and relations of the involved parties, adding to the knowledge on 
foreign actors’ involvement with larger societal issues in these countries 
(cf., Webb et al., 2010). Second, we conceptualize the international 
network dynamics of actor legitimation in terms of related, immediate 
network structural and positional changes of the actors involved and 
illustrate the equifinality of the processes. This allows us to appreciate 
the multi-actor nature of legitimation and the changes in the network in 
proximity to the involved actors, whereas previous research has 
centered on the creation and conferment of legitimacy for single actors 
(see Ahlstrom et al., 2008; Zhang et al., 2018). Third, we depict the 
embeddedness of the legitimation processes in the networks in terms of 
the salience, temporality, and longer term network architecture. Our 
analysis of network embeddedness allows us to capture both intentional 
and unintentional changes with the potential to affect the cohesion 
of—and the level of uncertainty within—the wider networks in the 
longer run (cf., Halinen, Salmi & Havila, 1999). The managerial impli-
cations of our study center on actors’ abilities to maneuver in politically 
and socially unpredictable contexts in terms of the network embedd-
edness of their activity. Our claim is that in emerging markets, all or-
ganizations, whether they are governmental, nongovernmental, or 
private sector actors, will, by necessity, be involved in larger societal 
processes. Involvement in these processes is a matter of being legitimate 
in the international networks concerned. 

2. Legitimation processes in emerging market networks 

The idea of the social dependency of legitimacy (cf. Ridgeway & 
Berger, 1986; Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 2006) is rooted in in-
dividuals’ presumption that the evaluated actor is also accepted by 
others—as a collective—who presumedly share the same societal values 
(Parsons, 1960; Suchman, 1995). Because of the required congruence 
between the evaluated actor and the shared beliefs of a social group 

(Weber, 1978; Ruef & Scott, 1998), legitimacy can be described as a 
(negotiated) reaction of observers rather than as a possession that ob-
servers have (Bitektine & Haack, 2015; Suchman, 1995; Suddaby et al., 
2017). The relational characteristic of legitimacy also becomes apparent 
in its connection with a social system (Suchman, 1995), as it emerges 
from the social system’s cultural models that embody common beliefs 
and knowledge systems (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008; Deephouse et al., 
2017; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). For example, in their study about the 
legitimacy of MNEs, Kostova and Zaheer (1999) refer to organizational 
legitimacy as the acceptance of an organization by its (host) institutional 
environment and they ascribe three sets of factors that shape legitimacy 
in organizational legitimation processes: the characteristics of the actor 
to be legitimated, the environment’s institutional characteristics, and 
the legitimation process by which the environment builds its perceptions 
of the actor. In their terms, legitimation is the process of an entity, for 
example, a new actor in a market, becoming approved by an evaluating 
collective (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999), that is, in legitimation the market’s 
incumbent actors construe the entity as consonant with the consensual 
beliefs held locally (Johnson et al., 2006). Evaluating collectives assess 
the characteristics of new actors’ conformity to specific standards or 
models based on their varying interests and positions in relation to the 
actor (Ruef & Scott, 1998). We therefore suggest legitimation processes 
to be inherently collective (Suddaby et al., 2017) and to rest on networks 
of inter-organizational and -personal relationships. 

Taking a network view on actor legitimation, any actor’s entry into a 
market is a position-building process in networks (Johanson & Matts-
son, 1988), as markets consist of sets of interconnected relationships in 
which relationship dyads are embedded in a wider network structure 
(Mattsson, 1997). Therefore, at the point of entry and following further 
penetration into a market, an actor needs to identify relevant others 
(Bangara et al., 2012) and find out about their complex and often 
invisible connections (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009). Understanding the 
nature of the relationships between other actors is crucial in actor 
legitimation, as single dyads can both generate, receive, and transmit 
legitimacy changes as well as initiate wide connected changes in a 
network (Halinen et al., 1999). Hence, legitimation inevitably places 
legitimacy-seeking actors in relation to other actors (Suddaby et al., 
2017). The network view, we therefore suggest, lends itself to the 
analysis of multilateral and temporal actor legitimation as it sets the 
focus on existing and developing legitimation-relevant relationships 
between involved actors and stresses changes at the network level. 

Traditionally, a new actor’s legitimacy has been seen to emerge from 
the fit of its characteristics and the external environment at a more 
general level (Suddaby et al., 2017), which has made legitimation pro-
cesses seem rather passive and contingent on others’ perceptions. 
Several more recent studies in the field of organizational legitimation in 
emerging markets point to various proactive ways for actors to influence 
the creation of legitimacy for themselves. Research covers legitimation 
strategies used by firms in China (Ahlstrom et al., 2008; Zheng et al., 
2015) and in emerging markets more generally (Nell et al., 2015), but 
also by emerging market multinationals from India (Bangara et al., 
2012) and China (Zhang et al., 2018) in developed economies. Active 
legitimation is about a new actor’s “acts of justification” to seek others’ 
approval and it is an ongoing activity for all organizations (Kumar & 
Das, 2007, p. 1430). For example, Hadjikhani, Lee and Ghauri (2008) 
view legitimacy as a position held by an actor in the socio-political and 
business networks of its operational markets and see MNEs as capable of 
taking direct action to increase their legitimacy by changing their re-
lationships with other actors. Similarly, Bangara et al. (2012, p. 631) 
state that the “deliberate development of these very reputable and 
professional interpersonal and interorganizational networks can be seen 
as quickly developing a linkage, leverage, learning and legitimizing 
strategy.” Elg, Ghauri & Schaumann (2014) emphasize the importance 
of MNEs’ relationships with non-business actors for gaining of support in 
emerging markets and achieving legitimacy as a respected member of 
the society. Legitimation can also be actively advanced and searched for 
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by purposefully influencing others’ meaning making and the 
taken-for-granted practices, or by an actor’s identity work in relation to 
chosen reference groups (Suddaby et al., 2017). 

The network view allows us to approach the conceptual connection 
between legitimacy and evaluating networks both in terms of the 
development of an actor’s legitimacy within a network and in terms of 
the resulting change of a network through an actor legitimation process. 
First, legitimacy is crucial for new members to build and join networked 
collectives (e.g., Klijn, Koppenjan & Termeer, 1995; Human & Provan, 
2000; Sydow & Windeler, 1998), such as markets or industries. The 
creation of local consensus for a new member in a network is typically 
seen as dependent on its connection with already legitimate members 
who connect the new member to others in the network (Klijn et al., 
1995; Elfring & Hulsink, 2003). Therefore, relationships in networks 
take on a transmitting role in the legitimation processes (see Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977), diffusing the construal of a new, to-be-legitimated actor 
from certain network parts to others (Halinen et al., 1999). In emerging 
markets, Ahlstrom et al. (2008) note that both local and foreign private 
firms (as opposed to government-owned firms) need legitimation. 
Depending on the prevailing institutional conditions in an emerging 
market, firms may choose to conform to existing rules and norms, try to 
modify them, or even create new environments for their operations (Low 
& Johnston, 2008; Meyer & Thein, 2014). Similarly, emerging market 
firms aiming to enter Western markets are noted to search for 
high-profile endorsements from already established firms and 
well-known individuals to enter formal, equity-based collaborations 
(Bangara et al., 2012). 

Second, as markets are constituted of networks of relationships in 
which the actors are linked with often complex and possibly invisible 
patterns (Johanson & Vahlne, 2009), legitimation bears the potential to 
ignite a process of change in the structure and legitimacy of a network 
(Klijn et al., 1995; Owen-Smith & Powell, 2008). The legitimacy of a 
network refers to its status and credibility as well as its activities and 
governance mechanisms as seen by its own members and outside con-
stituents (Human & Provan, 2000; Zhang et al., 2018). The newly gained 
legitimacy of a network member has the potential to increase or 
decrease the legitimacy of the entire network (Ahlstrom et al., 2008; 
Low & Johnston, 2008; Walker et al., 2014). A single actor’s legiti-
mation can even facilitate consensus-building and political will in large 
network-based projects (Ritvala & Salmi, 2010). Legitimation processes’ 
effects on the network can also be seen in changes in the trust and 
commitment within the members’ relationships (Halinen et al., 1999). 
The drivers of legitimation-induced network change lie in networks’ 
external relational and institutional embeddedness as well as in their 
internal relationship coordination and control, which require them to 
respond to the institutional requirements of their surroundings 
(Owen-Smith & Powell, 2008). In addition to more immediate 
legitimation-based changes to network dynamics, the importance of 
long-term changes has recently been raised (Zhang et al., 2018). Hence, 
legitimation is a dynamic phenomenon that, in addition to changing the 
subject’s degree of legitimacy, may involve immediate and longer term 
changes at both relationship and network levels. 

To summarize, a network view of organizational legitimacy and 
legitimacy-building in emerging markets stresses that actor legitimat-
ions are embedded in international networks where their members 
collectively evaluate the suitability of a new actor for entry into the 
network. In legitimation new actors can passively rely on existing 
legitimacy of actors in the network or actively devise strategies to be 
approved to join a network. Due to the unstable state of the emerging 
market’s institutional environment, the deliberate legitimation efforts 
are often strongly politically and socially embedded and include inten-
tional relationship changes with business and non-business members of 
the network and strategically motivated conforming to or modification 
of existing rules and norms of the network. Additionally, the network 
embeddedness means that any actor legitimation affects the network in 
which the legitimation process takes place both immediately and in the 

longer term. Apart from changes in the legitimacy of network members 
and the network as a whole, legitimation processes may lead to struc-
tural changes in the network. Fig. 1 summarizes actor legitimation as a 
network-embedded process in emerging markets. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Empirical research strategy 

As discussed, the prior legitimacy literature is confined to a rather 
general understanding of the mutual influences of actor legitimation and 
networks and has not provided the necessary constructs with which to 
capture the network-embedded nature of legitimacy. Hence, we aim to 
provide a new conceptual grounding with which to uncover the network 
dynamics connected to legitimation in emerging markets, and we 
therefore turn to qualitative research methods (Doz, 2011; Welch, 
Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki & Paavilainen-Mäntymäki, 2011). Qualitative 
methods allow us to reveal situational detail and to substantiate theo-
retical concepts through nuanced data (Doz, 2011; Gephart, 2004). We 
deemed interview-based data acquisition most conducive to our goal of 
thoroughly exploring the network embeddedness of actor legitimation 
in a specific context (cf. Daniels & Cannice, 2004). We focused on 
retrospective, episode-based processes (e.g., Halinen, Medlin & 
Törnroos, 2012) and used so-called legitimation episodes as the unit of 
analysis. In other words, we collected descriptions of events in which a 
new actor or its activities were compared to some reference values or 
norms (Kostova & Zaheer, 1999; Suddaby et al., 2017), relying on the 
definition of legitimation that was presented in our theoretical framing. 

We selected the Republic of the Union of Myanmar as the emerging 
market under study due to two circumstances we believed would make 
the network embeddedness of actor legitimation particularly salient. 
First, the country only opened up to the international community in 
2011. In the Republic of the Union of Myanmar, which was previously 
called Burma and still is by certain political groups (hereafter referred to 
as Myanmar/Burma to maintain political impartiality), two main 
ongoing and intertwined processes can be witnessed: the democratiza-
tion of the country and peacebuilding among its different ethnic groups. 
Since the official end of the military regime in 2011, Myanmar/Burma 
has been undergoing a vast number of political, social, and economic 
reforms while remaining a war-ridden nation (Dapice & Vallely, 2014). 
There have been ongoing active or inactive armed conflicts between the 
central government’s military and the armed factions of seventeen 
ethnic-based groups. Additionally, there are religious tensions, espe-
cially between the Theravada Buddhist majority, that is, the Bamar 
population in central Myanmar/Burma, and a Muslim minority living 
predominantly in the western part of the country. The given instability 
of institutions, social crises, and resulting uncertainty in its social sys-
tems make the country exemplary of a rather extreme form of emerging 
market (see Hill & Mudambi, 2010; Webb et al., 2010). Second, the 
abrupt influx of private sector, governmental, and third sector organi-
zations to an area previously cut off from the outside world and filled 
with internal conflicts led to a situation in which any actor willing to 
operate in the area needed to team up with international networks. 
Hence, Myanmar/Burma with extreme levels of institutional 
complexity, fluidity, and contestation within its social system, repre-
sents a politically sensitive, pluralist, and volatile environment with 
similarly characterized international networks calling for particular 
attention to be paid to legitimation by networking. 

3.2. Data collection and analysis 

This study is based on personal interviews during two periods in 
2013 and 2014, a time of rapidly intensifying international trade and 
activity by new international actors in Myanmar/Burma. The initial 
focus of the study was on non-armed peacebuilding activities by inter-
national actors involved in various ways in pacifying and democratizing 
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Myanmar/Burma. In partly concerted and partly unorganized efforts, 
these actors provided facilitation, mediation, education, conversation, 
and consulting platforms and services to support and build capacities 
among crisis-afflicted individuals and groups in Myanmar/Burma. The 
data collection started with eight face-to-face interviews conducted in 
January 2013 with foreign governmental and international nongov-
ernmental actors in Europe who had played significant roles in crisis 
management networks globally and represented organizations that were 
or had been active in Myanmar/Burma. 

To be able to interview those domestic actors and, more widely, the 
international actors who were located in the country at the time, data 
collection continued in spring 2014 in Myanmar/Burma and Thailand 
over a nine-week period in the region. The interviewees were selected 
based on snowball sampling (see Welch, Marschan-Piekkari, Penttinen 
& Tahvanainen, 2002) among governmental, nongovernmental, and 
private sector actors, starting with a key informant in a foreign NGO. 
The data collection and analysis took place progressively, and, in turns 
with theorizing, allowing the interpretation to become gradually deeper, 

as is typical of qualitative, interpretive research (Doz, 2011; Gephart, 
2004). Due to the nature of qualitative research, we do not claim our 
interpretation to be the only possible one, but we believe the methods 
are aligned with criteria of trustworthiness (Cuervo-Cazurra, Andersson, 
Brannen, Nielsen & Reuber, 2016). 

We approached the data collection from a practical perspective and 
attempted to find highly knowledgeable informants with experience in 
operating in the peacebuilding networks. Overall, the dataset includes 
twenty interviews with members of seventeen different organizations 
(see Table 1), all of whom were a part of one or several international 
networks in Myanmar/Burma. The interviews were conducted in a semi- 
structured manner, yet allowing the conversation to evolve and flow, 
and for the interviewees to discuss, in their preferred ways, the issues 
that peacebuilders were dealing with in general and in this emerging 
market in particular. The interviewer avoided imposing theoretical 
concepts on the interviewees to allow them to argue with their concepts- 
in-use (Gephart, 2004). Following questions about the informants’ 
personal and professional roles, the interviews moved on to their 

Fig. 1. Actor legitimation in emerging markets as a network-embedded process.  

Table 1 
Interview details.  

Interviewee Organization Organizational 
type 

Organizational 
origin 

Position/task of informant Length of 
interview 

Identified legitimation 
episodes 

1 Alpha Nongovernmental International Program Director 50 min 6 
2 Beta Governmental International Special Representative for peace mediation 50 min 4 
3 Gamma Nongovernmental International Deputy Executive Director 70 min 4 
4 Gamma Nongovernmental International Program Manager for business involvement 40 min 3 
5 Gamma Nongovernmental International Executive Director 40 min 3 
6 Delta Nongovernmental International Executive Coordinator 30 min 1 
7 Epsilon Nongovernmental International Secretary General 80 min 5 
8 Zeta Nongovernmental International Advocacy Manager 60 min 3 
9 Eta Nongovernmental Domestic Director of ceasefire negotiations implementation 40 min 3 
10 Theta Governmental International Deputy Head of Mission 60 min 4 
11 Iota Governmental International Chargé d’Affaires 50 min 4 
12 Kappa Nongovernmental Domestic Director 50 min 5 
13 Lambda Private sector International Senior Vice President 30 min 3 
14 Mu Private sector International Tax Director 30 min 3 
15 Omicron Private sector International Managing Partner 70 min 1 
16 Nu Private sector International Founder 40 min 2 
17 Gamma Nongovernmental International Project Manager for private and public sector risk 

management 
30 min 9 

18 Pi Private sector International Development Consultant 70 min 5 
19 Rho Governmental International Economic Advisor 60 min 3 
20 Sigma Private sector International Policy Advisor 50 min 7  
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organization’s role and involvement in peacebuilding in Myanmar/-
Burma. To understand the informants’ views and perceptions of the 
peacebuilding and democratization processes, attention was directed to 
the initiation of collaboration with other actors. The interviewees pro-
vided us rich, generous stories that capture the unfolding of legitimation 
including past events and expected futures (Halinen et al., 2012), i.e., 
build a processual description (Langley, 1999, 2007). 

The recordings from the interviews averaged 57 min, varying be-
tween 30 and 80 min depending on the informant’s experience and level 
of involvement in Myanmar/Burma’s peacebuilding activities. Alto-
gether, the data comprised 970 min of recordings and 93 pages of 
transcripts (Times New Roman, single-spaced, 10 pt.). The actual in-
terviews were longer than the recordings, as it was important to set the 
context with the interviewees off the record, and often the talks also 
continued after the recording had finished. The off-the-record parts of 
the interviews were described in the interviewer’s meeting memos if 
they provided valuable additions to the phenomenon being studied. 

After the transcription and anonymization of the interviews, the 
dataset was analyzed manually, starting by identifying the legitimation 
episodes. We used the term “episode” to indicate (a significant part of) a 
process of legitimation. Any instance in which an informant described 
the evaluation of an actor aiming to become part of or change their 
position within a network of incumbent actors (Johnson et al., 2006) in 
Myanmar/Burma was registered as a legitimation episode. As a result, 
we identified a total of 78 actor legitimation episodes (see Table 1). 

In search of comprehending the diversity in actor legitimation pro-
cesses, we were initially inspired by Ruef and Scott (1998, p. 898) to give 
“closer attentiveness to the varying sources of legitimacy […], the 
institutional elements that they target, and the environments that 
contextualize their effects.” Due to our focus on network embeddedness, 
we determined the source of legitimacy by asking questions about who 
or what legitimized an actor. Additionally, we asked from where and 
through who or what legitimacy was enabled, created, or gained. Next, 
and closely linked to the source of legitimacy, we examined the target of 
the legitimation process, asking for whom or for what purpose legitimacy 
was enabled, created, or gained. The interview data were coded for 
sources, targets, and related network dynamics and the coding was 
cross-checked by both authors. After the coding of all legitimation epi-
sodes, both authors independently created a first-order abstraction of 
the sources, targets, and related network dynamics, and dissonant ab-
stractions were resolved through discussion. This resulted in five types 
of sources, four types of targets, and four types of immediate network 
dynamics, all of which were distinct yet occasionally overlapping within 
an episode. Subsequently, by paying attention to the collectives of actors 
emerging in the legitimations, the network embeddedness of the legiti-
mation processes was defined in terms of the salience, temporality, and 
longer term network architecture of the legitimation as second-order 
abstractions. 

To establish trustworthiness of our study (see Cuervo-Cazurra et al., 
2016), we aimed to secure the relevance of the empirical context 
through respective selection criteria in the collection and analysis of 
data, as argued before. As we examined legitimation processes in net-
works active in this particular context of Myanmar/Burma, we consid-
ered first-hand contextual knowledge critical for deepening of our 
interpretation of the data. The engagement with the context through 
living in several locations and traveling around the country was exten-
sive during the nine-week field trip. As a result, we conducted data 
triangulation by means of the researcher’s personal diaries and archival 
data that contributed to the understanding of the actors and their re-
lationships at large in this context. Moreover, by using the legitimation 
episodes as units of analysis, we searched for replication. As we could 
draw 78 legitimation episodes from 20 interviews, we have a sufficient 
basis to claim that our findings are grounded in diverse empirical evi-
dence. We were able to compare the episodes in terms of both the types 
of sources, targets and the network dynamics and the ways they form 
legitimation processes as well as in terms of the elements of their 

network embeddedness. Finally, we acknowledge the linguistic and 
cultural barriers influencing our research..18/20 interviews were con-
ducted in English, which is a foreign language to both the interviewee 
and the interviewer, and in 16/20 interviews, the interviewees were of a 
different national origin to the interviewer. We believe the language 
boundaries to have been partly mitigated by the fact that, first, all the 
interviewees were members of the international peacebuilding com-
munity and had years of experience of interacting in English in 
work-related matters, and second, the researcher had lived in several 
cultural contexts and developed cultural sensitivity by immersion in the 
particular historical and social setting (see Welch & Piekkari, 2006). 
Third, the interviewees were offered the opportunity to review and 
complement the initial summarized documentation of their interviews. 

4. Actor legitimation in international peacebuilding networks 

In Myanmar/Burma, as an emerging market, private, governmental, 
and nongovernmental actors with both domestic and international 
backgrounds search for legitimation for the purpose of joining or 
strengthening their positions within international networks. These net-
works include conducting collective peacebuilding activities as a pre-
requisite for operating in the conflict-affected country. Based on our 
analysis of the legitimation episodes, we can differentiate between 
network-embedded sources and targets, and the related, immediate 
network dynamics in the legitimation of an actor. Reputation, repre-
sentation, impartiality, rulemaking, and trust-building are sources of 
legitimacy for new actors to become a part of a network in this emerging 
market context. While the overarching goal of actors’ legitimation 
processes is the entry into a new network or the strengthening of their 
positions within the network, the analyzed legitimation episodes show a 
more fine-grained array of targets related to becoming legitimate in a 
network. These range from an actor’s approach to a new network, to 
participation in it, to increasing their leverage in the network, and to 
categorizing existing network members. 

In addition to building on networks in different ways in the initiation 
of legitimation and targeting networks in certain ways, legitimation 
shapes the dynamics of networks in ways that often escape attention. 
Fig. 2 illustrates the partly equifinal nature of the processes, as some-
times different sources can lead to the same targets and different targets 
can be related to the same or different immediate network dynamics. In 
the following, we depict the processes that relate to increasing uncer-
tainty in networks, tightening of parts of networks to triads, shifting 
actor relations in networks, and to the linking of previously separated 
networks, and we discuss them in terms of the legitimation sources and 
targets. 

4.1. Legitimation processes increasing uncertainty in networks 

We suggest increasing levels of uncertainty in a network to result 
from the legitimation of actors building on reputation or representation 
sources with targets of the approach, participation, or leverage in a 
network. We define reputation as being known to have successfully 
participated in a network. It is a source of legitimation that builds on an 
actor’s past activity and brings to the fore its previous relationships and 
present memberships in other networks as an initial guarantee of likely 
appropriate action. Based on what is known about those relationships, 
there is general acknowledgement by the evaluating parties that the 
evaluated actor has acceptable values or has successfully participated in 
similar activities. Typically, a governmental actor can, for example, 
draw on national reputation and the role the home country has played in 
global politics, as the Deputy Head of Foreign Mission Theta described: 

Credibility, your own record—they look at your country, your own 
history, your own perception. They listen to what your leaders and 
politicians say and look at what the record is in the different formats in 
Geneva or New York. How do they treat their own minorities or their 
own, what’s their own human rights record, all that? It’s a mix. And I 
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guess, I mean [our country] is in a lucky position of having a quite good 
perception. We’re kind of like a well-received soft power here, I would 
say. […] We also don’t have historical baggage with the country, which 
sometimes helps. Different from other parts of the world, where we do 
have historical baggage, but here, we don’t. [Interviewee 10, govern-
mental organization] 

The actors indirectly involved in the legitimation include home 
country leaders and politicians and intergovernmental organizations, in 
which the actor has membership, because information on the actors and 
their activities creates a reputation. Additionally, a relationship to an 
individual who has held a longstanding and prestigious position in 
previous peacebuilding events can serve reputational legitimation. In 
the case of an NGO, its figurehead was an internationally recognized and 
awarded peacebuilder whose merits created a positive reputable posi-
tion for the NGO: 

[The NGO figurehead] is available for us. So, he might participate in 
our events, sometimes, and workshops. And in general, it’s certainly a 
kind of guarantee, not actually on the quality but, for example, when 
you are working with conflict groups, it’s a guarantee that if something 
comes up, we have the power to put that on the international level if 
needed. And I think that [the NGO figurehead] is, for [conflict parties] at 
least, it’s a kind of guarantee of our capabilities, in working in the in-
ternational community. [Interviewee 1, NGO] 

We noted reputation to be a legitimation source that was connected 
to the approach, that is, becoming recognized as a potential contributor 
to a network—a type of network target of legitimation. The approach in 
peacebuilding collectives is especially a target of NGOs and foreign 
governmental actors who aim to pave the way for future involvement in 
the network activities. Those actors need recognition for their contri-
butions in the peacebuilding process to ensure various forms of support 
for themselves in the international community, as the Deputy Head of 
Foreign Mission Theta explained: 

Obviously, if you help [the local population] to upgrade whatever 
needs to be upgraded, infrastructure, public transport, engineering, 
education, you name it, you have it, then you help to make things work 
better here, which also probably helps those doing this change to be 
more accepted. [Interviewee 10, governmental organization] 

Representation as a legitimation source refers to an actor’s activities 
carried out in the name of another reputable actor or through that actor. 

It can involve a certain political, economic, or ethnic background, such 
as the Burmese central government, a Western business practice, or 
selected individuals with particular ethnic origins. Representation can 
be officially or unofficially mandated or even forced, as was the case 
with a local NGO’s obligatory affiliation with the central government to 
get permission to operate in the country (Interviewee 12, NGO). In the 
case of developing business activities across Myanmar/Burma, a private 
actor in the information and communication technology sector 
explained having been able to benefit from being a representative of a 
Western country (Interviewee 13, private sector). The firm was therefore 
expected to follow Western standards of responsibility and sustainabil-
ity, which created general positive expectations among the civil popu-
lation and central government. A policy advisor working with consulting 
company Sigma, in turn, described working groups of different inter-
national and national organizations, for example, for economic devel-
opment, always being accompanied by central government 
representatives who brought in representation-based legitimacy, 
although they may not have taken on an official role: 

[The central government] is present [in working groups] in a more 
supportive way. Working groups are headed by a lead-donor organiza-
tion, which is also in charge of managing [the working group]. I can’t 
estimate how well this constellation works in the working groups, but 
[those activities] need backing from the side of the central government. 
[Interviewee 20, private sector] 

According to our analysis, representation is connected to participa-
tion and leverage as network targets of legitimation. Participation as a 
legitimation target refers to becoming involved in particular activities in 
a network. It relates to situations in which an actor seeking legitimacy 
possesses some level of familiarity with the situation and the activity it 
wants to engage with (e.g., a government entering into negotiations with 
ethnic groups). Participation is also about being able to take concrete 
actions in relation to certain actors (e.g., consulting foreign firms’ 
market entry). In terms of active membership in a network, several 
legitimation episodes depict participation in either decision-making or 
social and business development as the primary target of legitimation. 
Becoming active participants in the official decision-making processes is 
important for some NGOs as well as for the many ethnic groups without 
official political status in Myanmar/Burma. Actors who, to some degree, 
are already part of a network, seek legitimation through representation 

Fig. 2. Actor legitimation processes in terms of their sources, targets, and immediate network dynamics.  
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for leverage, that is, they aim to enlarge their sphere of influence in a 
network. This often occurs when representing loosely coupled actors, for 
example, to empower smaller actors, such as local NGOs, civil society 
initiatives, or ethnic minority groups, regarding their involvement in 
official capacities or when developing business projects as supportive 
parts of peacebuilding activities among conflicted parties. 

The emergence of uncertainty among network actors through quasi- 
actors is the dynamic related to these legitimation processes, and it re-
fers to the emergence of network actors featuring borrowed character-
istics from formal—but only indirectly to the issue in question- 
related—relationships. The resulting quasi-actors are different from 
genuine actors, whose characteristics and representations are openly 
pronounced, and are of two primary types. The first type is the quasi- 
actor to which the evaluating actor attaches agendas based on its past 
activity and relationships, which the actor itself neither effectively fol-
lows nor suggests it adheres to. Alternatively, quasi-actors can pur-
posefully bring in other actors without deliberately following those 
actors’ agendas. On certain occasions, NGOs are known for their 
spearhead’s personal attributes (as presented above) or for carrying the 
agenda of governmental organizations forward through working as their 
proxy in sensitive behind-the-scenes negotiations. On other occasions, 
ex-opposition or central military members working for the Burmese 
central government participate in peace negotiations and thus leave an 
ambiguous impression on other (ethnic minority) negotiation partici-
pants as to whose agenda they are following. Similarly, those actors who 
aim at participating in networks that they have not been part of previ-
ously may represent others. For example, by means of governmental 
approval, private sector actors can enter networks while leaving other 
network members unclear about their agenda in relation to the in-
tentions of the approving government. Additionally, NGOs supporting 
private sector actors in their attempts to enter local networks may create 
uncertainty among network members as to their entanglement with 
corporate interests. 

4.2. Legitimation processes tightening networks to triads 

Our analysis suggests that certain legitimation processes lead to the 
formation of triads, i.e., subnets of three actors formed based on an 
actor’s ability to mediate between other actors, within networks. The 
legitimacy searching actor needs another actor as an intermediator to 
have a chosen partner approve it. Those processes are based on inter-
mediating actors’ locally proven impartiality and are targeted at 
participation or increasing leverage in a network. Impartiality as a 
source of legitimacy means the appearance of an actor without vested 
interests. Impartiality materializes in different forms at three levels. 
Impartiality is based on the belief by one party that the actor is not 
partial to a third party and at the level of individuals, for example, the 
ethnic origin of a person may create impartiality in certain sensitive 
situations. This was the case when a Burmese citizen (Interviewee 12, 
NGO), who was living and educated in exile, had ethnic roots in one of 
Myanmar/Burma’s ethnic minorities, and had a family history of resis-
tance against the military junta, had been approached by both central 
government and international governmental actors to become active in 
negotiations for the cause of peace. His wide acceptance among ethnic 
minorities in the country legitimated him for mediating at the policy- 
making level. As an individual-level construct, however, complete 
impartiality seems less likely for any actor. Being impartial in the eyes of 
all parties by and large requires collectives of individuals who can, as a 
group, act widely within the peacebuilding field, as the Deputy Execu-
tive Director at Gamma described; so-called multiparty or insider 
mediation conflicts are dealt with through coalitions of influential 
people who collectively possess legitimacy with all the involved, con-
testing parties: 

There is no intervener that has legitimacy with all the parties. It’s the 
fact that you have a kind of informal network, comprised of people that 
are, they’re not impartial, they have a particular stake. But together, 

working together, they can access the right people. And they can link 
them up to, or get the right people talking to each other. [Interviewee 3, 
NGO] 

As an organization-level construct, impartiality relates to organiza-
tions’ ability to work behind the scenes, independent of other parties’ 
funding, and inclusive of diverse and potentially opposing stakeholders. 
This is the case for some NGOs that join peacebuilding efforts as official 
external mediators and that are accepted by the opposing parties. 
Analogously, as a country-level construct, impartiality is a feature of 
small nation states that do not belong to military or political blocks or do 
not have other vested interests in the area in question. Even large in-
ternational NGOs are equated with countries in terms of their impar-
tiality, as they are considered to be without vested interests: 

The real coordination [of peacebuilding activities] has to be done by 
the Myanmar people, because they will know exactly [what is needed]. 
But the problem is that they’re not well organized to do it for the 
moment. But ultimately, they would be the one; they should be the one. 
Plus, maybe some, those which we can call impartial, they are people 
from the World Bank, UN bodies, the Asian Development Bank, the IMF. 
Those are quite useful. [Interviewee 19, governmental actor] 

Impartiality relates to both participation and leverage as network 
targets of legitimation. Governmental actors, in particular, can rely on 
their impartiality in the international community to become active 
partakers or even leading actors in peacebuilding activities, as one 
governmental representative of a Nordic country emphasized (Inter-
viewee 2, governmental organization). Leverage for increased influence 
in a network is not only about the self-legitimation of actors but may also 
legitimate or delegitimate others. For example, to strengthen its position 
among peace negotiating ethnic minority actors, the central government 
used a local and respected NGO as an intermediary. This, however, led to 
the NGO becoming a partial mouthpiece in the eyes of other NGOs, as 
described by the Director of Kappa: 

I mentioned this [NGO], which has been an NGO working early on on 
humanitarian issues in Myanmar, but in the past two years, Aung Min, 
the minister who is responsible for the peace negotiations, has used this 
[NGO] as his secretariat somewhat for the peace process. And via [the 
NGO], they have approached the ethnic groups. [Interviewee 12, NGO] 

As impartiality connects a mediator with a focal dyad searching for 
communication or collective action possibilities, the legitimation pro-
cess leads to the formation of triads in the network, that is, subnetworks 
in which there are two primary actors mediated by a third actor. Triads 
are created because impartiality is called for in situations in which two 
involved parties are perceived by each other as oppositional. These 
situations require mediation by a third party when there is either no 
possibility of a direct relationship or the attempts for dyadic interaction 
have failed. As noted by Interviewee 3 above, no one actor is impartial in 
the eyes of everyone; therefore, situations with many involved parties 
may require coalitions of influential actors for intermediation. This 
means that although there is no single node for intermediation in the 
network, a group of actors working for the same purpose can constitute 
that node. 

4.3. Legitimation processes shifting actor positions in networks 

We suggest legitimation processes also lead to shifting actors to 
stronger or weaker positions within the network. These dynamics are 
based on actors’ rulemaking activities, and they aim to categorize other, 
existing network members. Rulemaking as a source of legitimation refers 
to a reliance on established standards or power to create new standards 
with respect to the expected behavior of actors in different situations. A 
formal type of rulemaking is the organization of official, internationally 
recognized elections illustrating democratization processes but also 
creating legitimacy for the winning actors in leading the development of 
the country. However, rulemaking is often a matter of the quasi- 
legislative formulation of rules, as the actors in formal administrative 
or legislative power are not respected by everyone. Many private 
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business organizations rely on their compliance with Western business 
standards or international best practices as legitimacy sources, and in-
ternational NGOs may even be assigned to develop those in the local 
organizations in the crisis region. Foreign firms also often rely on their 
announced responsible business practices as a source of legitimacy for 
operations in the emerging market. The Project Manager at Gamma 
described a third type of rulemaking by the ethnic armed groups when 
they provided public services to support the civic population in their 
areas to maintain the armed groups’ status as sovereign actors: 

Usually, the population that’s in their area of control is pretty sup-
portive because they look to them for security. In many cases, people 
will have been subject to or caught in the middle of fighting between 
insurgents and between the government, and they’ll have fled further 
away from the government side into the armed group’s area of control. 
So, they look to the armed group to provide security and to provide these 
government services like health, education. [Interviewee 17, NGO] 

Rulemaking actors are already members within the desired network 
but aim to leverage their sphere of influence and make their power 
position in the network noted. Furthermore, rulemaking allows for 
categorization, which concerns the formal status of an actor in a 
network. Parties winning official elections or achieving official ceasefire 
agreements, for instance, expect to be recognized as officially ruling in 
the area with formally unquestionable authority. The application and 
achievement of governmental permission to operate in the country 
categorizes the foreign actor as legal. Moreover, actors condemning the 
illegal practices of other businesses may simultaneously illustrate the 
responsible nature of their own activity, which may then allocate both 
actors to the categories of non-responsible vs. responsible. The devel-
opment consultant at Pi sees Western countries as rule makers in terms 
of deciding over the sufficiency of the democratic development of 
Myanmar/Burma. The consultant also emphasizes the contradictory 
nature of Western countries’ categorization of business partners as 
accepted while simultaneously aiming at weakening China’s economic 
position in the country: 

And the incentive for [Myanmar/Burma] to become more demo-
cratic is if Western countries put more pressure on it, and that’s not 
really the case now. Because early in the beginning they just said, oh 
they released some political prisoners, they had a by-election in which 
forty-something people from an opposition party got elected to a 
parliament of over three hundred, so it’s a very small amount. Okay, 
let’s just open up trade ties and go at it. Mainly, I think, the US and 
Western countries were excited to do that because they wanted to 
counter China’s influence. [Interviewee 18, private sector] 

According to our analysis, changes in actor positions can also rely on 
trust-building as a legitimation source. It arises from network leverage 
as a legitimation target by bridging the gap between competing actors. 
For example, an NGO, as an active connecting actor, is able to enlarge its 
sphere of influence in a network consisting of conflicting governmental, 
civil society, and private sector actors, as the Project Manager at Gamma 
explained: 

[The NGO] has been, in a way, the broker to the foundation in 
Yangon that’s working directly with the Ministry of Hotels and Tourism 
on the new policies on community involvement in tourism. The group 
that can facilitate the workshops. So, what we’re providing is identifi-
cation of participants and how this group in Yangon that’s working on 
tourism specifically, how they can most effectively reach the right 
people with the message about these new policies. We helped them to 
arrange this workshop. It was fully a joint effort. They did the facilita-
tion, but we arranged the participants and invited them. [Interviewee 
17, NGO] 

Hence, we suggest that the legitimation of new actors in a network 
leads to shifting actors’ network positions. The shifts relate to, on one 
hand, strengthening their own or their allies’ positions and, on the other 
hand, weakening the positions of their adversaries. Strengthening of 
positions is based, to a large extent, on determining new standards and 
formalizing previously informal processes. It involves political power 

plays, competition, or the labeling of actors or their practices. For 
instance, peacebuilders can strengthen their position in a network 
through collaborating with or funding actors, which puts them into more 
powerful positions vis-à-vis other actors in the network. Likewise, 
peacebuilders may affect their own position relative to their network 
partners by advocating for certain activities, such as legal work in the 
private sector instead of armed work for armed ethnic minority groups 
or legal business activities where there are stakeholders demanding 
illicit practices. MNEs may strengthen their own and other firms’ posi-
tion within a network by determining socially positive business practices 
as new standards in their field of operation or through governmental 
support for infrastructure investments. 

In turn, the weakening of positions is based on adversaries’ dis-
creditation and subversion activities. For example, MNEs may experi-
ence a detrimental shift in position and a loss of power through local 
incumbent oligarchs delegitimizing MNEs as representatives of a new, 
undesired economic system. Ethnic minority groups experience detri-
mental power relations with other peace negotiation partners due to the 
illegal business activities of the armed splinter groups of ethnic minor-
ities. Similarly, some mid-tier members of the central army are able to 
counteract the peace negotiations by igniting armed conflicts and thus 
weakening the position of the government in relation to other peace 
negotiation partners. 

4.4. Legitimation processes linking networks 

On many occasions, trust-building as a source of legitimacy is a 
hands-on service or resource-provisioning activity that works through 
actors’ longstanding presence in and experiential knowledge about the 
crisis region. On the one hand, trust-building relates to the provision of a 
particular service to different parties negotiating on different sides of the 
table to create the possibility of previously separated or competing 
networks coming together. For example, the Director of Kappa described 
the efforts of their organization to convince international donor orga-
nizations to fund meetings with armed groups: 

The discussions we have with the armed groups is that, first of all, we 
have to convince the donors that we should be talking to the armed 
groups because the donors are very scared of armed groups. So, we 
convinced the donors that we were not supplying money to the armed 
groups, but we wanted to get the armed groups to, we wanted to pay 
them to come to meetings. [Interviewee 12, NGO] 

The trust-building activity, on the other hand, includes concrete 
resourcing of local activities, such as a government’s investments in 
building local infrastructure, a foreign company’s funding of peace-
building activities, or the creation of labor. For example, the accentua-
tion of the crucial role of accessing natural resources, as described by the 
Tax Director of Mu, often serves the legitimation of international private 
sector actors among local actors: 

[The involvement of international companies in conflicted areas] 
should benefit the peace process. Any peace process will probably be 
based on people prospering. People feel that they get a part of the wealth 
that’s accumulating in the country. I think in a lot of these areas, conflict 
is more based on maybe the wealth in these conflict areas, and they 
don’t want to share it with everyone else, more than the other way 
around. So, it could be, to some extent, driven by local desires to keep 
[international companies] off. Some of these conflict areas have a lot of 
energy and natural resources. But that’s probably one of the keys to the 
peace process, finding out how to share the wealth, share these re-
sources. [Interviewee 14, private sector] 

In terms of network targets of legitimation related to hands-on trust- 
building, both approach and participation are sought by new actors. For 
example, NGOs must be able to demonstrate their achievement to the 
wider peacebuilding community to secure funding and follow-up orders 
to remain part of the larger international peacebuilding network. 
Therefore, they seek possibilities to approach new networks, using their 
membership in some network as a bridge to some future activity in 
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relationship to other actors not involved in that network’s activity (e.g., 
financiers). Through hands-on trust-building activities, governments 
seek participation in the betterment of society and support for this ac-
tivity, while international firms seek business engagement opportunities 
in the region, as the Economic Advisor of a European nation state 
representative described: 

And [the petroleum company] has a site in [Southern Myanmar/ 
Burma]. They have a pipeline going to Thailand, through places which 
are probably, Mon, Karen. The local situation is ethnic based. I don’t 
think they have raised any difficulties in that. They have done things 
around the pipeline to make sure it works, to make friends with the 
population, with a lot of social things that have nothing to do with the 
pipeline, but schools, and things. [Interviewee 19, governmental actor] 

The linking of disconnected networks is yet another dynamic related 
to actor legitimation. Networks of actors that previously were not at all 
or only loosely connected become linked through certain actors while 

legitimating themselves or others. Additionally, networks in the process 
of separation can be reconnected. The linking of networks is based on 
trust-building activities with others, while legitimation is mostly tar-
geted at approaching networks or at participation in a network. For 
example, by matching the different needs and offerings of others, NGOs 
bring together various private sector, governmental, and other 
nongovernmental organizations, including the respective networks. 
Additionally, private sector actors aiming to participate in a network can 
do so by linking it with another one, for instance, by bringing together 
national agricultural producers and international markets, corporate 
networks and civil populations, corporate networks and peacebuilders, 
or donor networks and ethnic minority groups. 

4.5. Network embeddedness of legitimation processes 

As presented above, the analysis of actor legitimation episodes in 

Table 2 
The network embeddedness of actor legitimation processes.  
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international networks in Myanmar/Burma produced four network dy-
namics that resulted from actors’ pursuing certain targets in a network 
while drawing on diverse sources of legitimacy. The elements and the 
dynamics of legitimation processes are, as such, insightful, because they 
allow us to see the way in which actors influence network relationships, 
and related to it, the immediate network changes within international 
networks. However, to understand the overall network embeddedness of 
the legitimation processes at the network level, we suggest it is impor-
tant to acknowledge the salience of the involved relationships, the 
temporality of the network-embedded activity, and the structural 
network effects produced in the longer run and more widely than the 
immediate dynamics. We summarize the legitimation processes and 
their embeddedness in Table 2. 

Actor legitimation processes are embedded in the networks in which 
they take place to different degrees. Depending on a new actor’s source 
of legitimacy as well as its target with respect to the relative position of 
the to-be-legitimated actor in the network, we infer on the salience, 
temporality and longer term network architecture of legitimation pro-
cesses. A legitimation process’ salience in a network varies in terms of its 
visibility and formality. The temporal orientation of legitimation 
embeddedness ranges from reliance on past, to present, and to future 
network-based activity. Longer term network architecture captures the 
potential changes at the network level, and we also consider their likely 
intentionality in the legitimation by the new actor. 

If we think about the legitimation process starting with reputation, 
then the legitimation process is typically less salient in the network, as it 
is a matter of indirectly involved relationships to actors that do not 
become formal parties in the activity in question, or it relies on an 
existing construal about an actor that, however, might not be inten-
tionally and directly used. Temporally, legitimation is based on a new 
actor’s past relationships and past activity that have produced the 
reputation. This works well when approaching the network as a legiti-
mation target, as the actors aim to become noted as potential members 
in the network but without actual membership or a role in the activity 
yet. The informality and lower level of visibility on the overall network 
level are sufficient to be able to initially approach some members of the 
network. Still, we see the legitimation process affect the network 
structure through the formation of new indirect relationships and this 
carries the shadow of those actors’ agendas to the network without a 
clear view of their role in the network’s functioning, hence creating 
uncertainties regarding the network relationships. In the long run, the 
opaque agendas of the emerging quasi-actors may challenge network 
cohesion. 

In the representation-based legitimation processes with targets of 
participation and leverage, network embeddedness is somewhat more 
salient because the indirect relationships are intentionally brought to 
the fore and made visible by the new actor, and that actor is often also 
clearly active in gate-opening a network or in the empowerment of a 
particular activity. As the representations are meant for rather short- 
term introductory purposes at the given moment, temporal embedded-
ness is present-oriented. Representation as a legitimacy source also 
shows the movement of legitimacy through relationships in the network, 
as the preexisting construal of an actor can be used by actors other than 
the originally legitimated actor. Through spillover effects, actors utilize 
the gained legitimacy of affiliated actors for their own purposes, and in 
this way, legitimacy transfers through relationships. The legitimation 
process involves structural network changes, adding several new actors 
to the network but without the emergence of long-term collaborative 
relationships with those making the representations. Here, the tempo-
rary inclusion of actors that do not intend to participate in the collab-
orative activity results in the unintended emergence of uncertainty 
through quasi-actors. In the longer run, this legitimation process has the 
potential to segregate the network when certain connections determine 
an actor’s insidership or outsidership in the network. 

In the impartiality-based legitimation processes, network embedd-
edness is salient, as the grounds for legitimacy or a lack of legitimacy by 

the involved actors are well known within the network, and the parties 
openly declare their aims and their willingness to become significant 
contributing parties or they leverage their influence in the activity 
through the intermediate triad. Temporally, the activity is planned for 
longer time periods and involves intense cooperation between the 
parties in the present, and, at least, in the near future. The longer term 
network architecture involves the emergence of tightly and visibly knit- 
together coalitions of three actors where the relationships are dependent 
on each other due to the need for intermediation. Legitimation, hence, 
has intended, necessary effects on networks, yet it also carries a (unin-
tended) segregation potential in the longer run if connected changes in 
the network relationships happen. 

Rulemaking as a legitimation source can be seen to build on either 
weak or strong network embeddedness. Legitimation remains rather 
informal and invisible at the network level if a new actor possesses 
limited control over the rulemaking procedures in the network. In the 
case of the introduction of Western or international standards by foreign 
actors, those actors do not have much power to control obedience to the 
rules, and therefore those standards are more informal and 
recommendation-like. Also, in the case of recommendations to adopt 
industry-specific best practices, the strength of embeddedness relates to 
the perception of strategic or tactical importance by the legitimacy- 
evaluating actors in the network. Higher levels of network salience are 
present in situations where new actors are formally in control of rule-
making about the issue in question. When the actor legitimation relies 
on the rule of law or creates rules about the exchange of important 
services, the embeddedness is visible, formal, and binding in the future, 
too. Categorization, then, relates to both weak and strong network 
embeddedness depending on the forcefulness of the categorization into, 
for example, legal and illegal actors and activities. Categorization as a 
legitimation target is meant to change the actor relations in the network 
by making one’s own position stronger in relation to some others and by 
weakening the position of competing actors. The shifts of positions 
within networks do not bring in new actors but intentionally change the 
power structures. Longer term effects on the uncertainty and cohesion of 
a network are dependent on the members’ acceptance of the new 
network structure and the perceived favorability of the rules by and for 
the community. 

In trust-building as a source of legitimation, the embeddedness in the 
network is strong as it builds on active and engaged relationships be-
tween the supporting or helping actors and assisted groups. The emer-
gence of strong network embeddedness in terms of the ability to get 
close to the parties in the eyes of whom legitimacy is sought is a pre-
requisite for success, that is, a trustful relationship. The relationships are 
made visible, and despite the unnecessity of formal or official relation-
ships, they are intended for long-term collaborative activity. The tar-
geting approach can be seen to create weaker network embeddedness 
due to the aim of only bridging from the relationships to some later 
activity. Participation, in turn, produces strong network embeddedness, 
as the legitimated party is to be intensively involved with activities that 
change society in terms of its social or business landscape in the long 
term. The architectural change is vast if the legitimated actor is able to 
link adversarial or even conflicted networks. Linking networks is 
generally an intended effect of an actor legitimation process and it re-
duces the level of uncertainty among network members. 

In sum, reputation and representation-based legitimation targeting 
the approach of, participation in, and increased leverage in a network 
draws indirectly on a new actor’s prior and existing relationships with 
external stakeholders and can be considered past- and present-oriented. 
Legitimation that is built on impartiality, rulemaking, and trust- 
building, and that targets increased levels of engagement with a 
network, establishes or utilizes open and formal relationships with a 
network and is mostly future-oriented. This form of legitimation process 
emphasizes long-term opportunities and collaboration with network 
members. Legitimation processes have both intended and unintended 
longer term effects on a network’s structure. The emergence of quasi- 
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actors who create the outward impression of acting independently but 
effectively follow the alternative agendas of other actors may uninten-
tionally cause uncertainty among network members and create the po-
tential for segregation in the network. The formation of triads, in which 
two competing or oppositional actors are mediated by a third actor, is an 
intended effect to unite actors in the network. Additionally, shifting 
actor positions and relations in a network and the linking of separate 
networks were found to be intended effects on networks with indefinite 
or potentially positive consequences for uncertainty perceptions among 
network members. As discussed above, while the sources and targets 
seem focused on certain actors, relationships, or confined activities, 
legitimation processes, as a whole, are intertwined with longer term, 
larger scale, intended, or unintended changes at the network level. Fig. 3 
summarizes our findings. 

5. Discussion 

Legitimacy in the eyes of those private sector, governmental, and 
nongovernmental actors who are part of a new actor’s targeted network 
is necessary for the new actor to enter and strengthen its position in 
emerging markets with volatile institutions, in particular. In our study, 
we investigate the legitimation process of new actors and its embedd-
edness in the targeted network. Through defining new actors’ four 
sources of legitimacy and five legitimation targets, we provide a 
nuanced, relationship-based view of different starting and end points of 
legitimation processes. This, then, allows us to identify how legitimation 
immediately generates four network dynamics through induced struc-
tural and positional changes. Furthermore, we elaborate on the network 
embeddedness of actor legitimation with foci on its salience, tempo-
rality, and longer term network architecture. 

Our study contributes, first, to the organizational legitimacy litera-
ture by defining the sources and targets of legitimation processes in 
turbulent contexts. Our network view (Johanson & Mattsson, 1988; 
Johanson & Vahlne, 2009) to legitimation processes allows us to 
appreciate markets as constellations of relationship structures of various 
actors connected by complex ties to each other. Thus, we add to previous 
emerging market research that indicated the need for collective actor 
views on legitimation processes (Ahlstrom et al., 2008) by expanding the 
prevalent single-actor focus on legitimation (see Zhang et al., 2018) to a 
multi-actor phenomenon. Moreover, the chosen approach enables the 
creation of knowledge about foreign actors’ involvement with larger 

societal issues in these countries (Webb et al., 2010). Literature on 
foreign firms’ entry into emerging markets has suggested legitimation to 
be based mainly on proactive forms of legitimation, such as economic 
and political strategies (e.g., Nell et al., 2015). We expand this under-
standing by showing how actors build and influence relationships with 
network members to legitimize themselves through impartiality, rule-
making, and trust-building activities. Also, we discuss reputation and 
representation sources as an insight into how new actors rely on passive 
or reactive logics (Kostova, Roth & Dacin, 2008). These have been 
argued to be based on formal approval by existing authorities (Suddaby 
et al., 2017), which in emerging markets often take on an opaque and 
equivocal nature or do not exist at all (Hill & Mudambi, 2010; Owen--
Smith & Powell, 2008). In addition to a diversified view of the sources of 
legitimacy, we found actor legitimation followed different targets 
depending on the actor’s previous involvement and existing connections 
with the network or its environment. This finding further elaborates on 
the previous research on organizational legitimacy and emerging mar-
kets (e.g., Ahlstrom et al., 2008; Kostova & Zaheer, 1999; Kostova et al., 
2008; Zhang et al., 2018) in which the entry of an actor into a network 
was universally seen as the motivation to become legitimate. 

Second, building on an expanded view of legitimation sources and 
targets, we suggest four immediate network dynamics that arise from 
our identified legitimation processes. We build on the insight that net-
works evolve as new actors gain legitimacy within them (Zhang et al., 
2018). We show how specific network dynamics arise as the result of 
actors’ diverse legitimacy sources and targets, whereby sources play a 
major role in defining the immediate dynamic. Legitimation based on 
passive legitimacy sources leads to increasing levels of uncertainty 
among the network members. In other words, whether actors draw on 
their existing reputation or on other legitimate actors they represent, a 
lack of proactivity blurs their identities in the emerging market network. 
This finding stresses the dependency of legitimation processes on social 
contexts (Teagarden, Von Glinow & Mellahi, 2018) and supports 
emerging market research’s focus on proactive legitimation strategies 
which is rooted in its lack of stable institutional structures that would 
passively legitimize actors by virtue of their existing legitimacy (Klijn 
et al., 1995). In the end, our study elaborates on the equifinality of 
legitimation processes, that is, the existence of a multitude of possible 
processes leading to actor legitimation (Suddaby et al., 2017). We point 
at ten variations of legitimation processes which constitute alternative 
routes from sources and targets to network dynamics, all leading to the 

Fig. 3. Immediate and longer term network dynamics of actor legitimation in emerging markets.  
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legitimation of an actor. 
Third, we advance the understanding of the embeddedness of legit-

imation processes in networks by demonstrating different levels and 
forms of salience, temporality, and longer term architecture in networks 
related to legitimation processes. Following our insights into immediate 
network dynamics, we show how uncertainty-creating legitimation 
processes starting with actors’ existing legitimacy feature a weak level of 
embeddedness, that is, they tend to be rather past-oriented, drawing on 
a new actor’s existing relationships and representations, and are less 
visible and formal in nature. In the longer run, these legitimations bear 
the potential to unintentionally segregate the network as new actors 
introduce or represent opaque and conflicting interests to the network. 
Hence, existing forms of social acceptance do not generally promote 
collaboration among and support from others in a network (cf., Zheng 
et al., 2015). Legitimation processes drawing on proactive sources 
feature stronger network embeddedness, that is, higher levels of salience 
and future-oriented activities, and result in varying network architec-
tures in the long run. While previous research (e.g., Bangara et al., 2012) 
has suggested actors drawing on proactive sources of legitimacy behave 
farsightedly and socially judiciously if their aim is to maintain a 
long-term position in a network, our study finds only trust-building 
activities as legitimation sources for the cohesion of a network in the 
long term. Those actors who rely on impartiality and rulemaking ac-
tivities instead tend to contribute to networks’ structural deterioration 
in the longer run. Hence, our study generally challenges the assumption 
of intentionality that the research on both organizational legitimacy (e. 
g., Kumar & Das, 2007) and emerging market entry (e.g., Ahlstrom et al., 
2008) presumes when describing actors’ deliberate and strategic activ-
ities to become legitimate in a new environment; what may be inten-
tional (network membership) at the outset of a legitimation process does 
not necessarily lead to the desired results (network integration) in the 
longer run. 

Managerially, general conclusions regarding Myanmar/Burma 
concern the unpredictability of economic and social environments, 
which ask the actors to accept and embrace the heterogeneity of actor 
types with which they will need to collaborate. The turbulence of the 
environment requires any actor to understand that they are, or become 
part of, an environment that is inherently uncertain and that demands 
appropriate relationships to enable the performance of its envisioned 
activities. For the purpose of becoming part of Myanmar/Burma’s 
peacebuilding community, it is necessary to look around and invent 
relationship-based routes to legitimation as a participant. The sources 
defined in the present study allow new actors to acknowledge the variety 
of legitimation means possibly available in their networks as well as how 
they connect with different targets in the networks of intended 
membership. 

For private sector actors, in particular, the implication is that any 
involvement targeted at conducting business is inevitably related to 
peacebuilding. The lack of a formal, i.e., regulative, administrational, 
legal, etc., structure necessitates negotiations with many different 
stakeholders who are often involved in ongoing, societal level tensions. 
Oftentimes, foreign companies lack the resources and insights to prepare 
for such an endeavor. However, there exist networks of experts, i.e., 
consulting non-governmental organizations, governmental actors and 
other private consultancy actors, who provide support. Simultaneously, 
entering into these communities is a delicate balancing act and private 
sector actors must be aware of their society-shaping role through 
adopted business practices. 

Finally, the immediate network dynamics and the network 
embeddedness of the legitimation processes we presented call attention 
to the wider network level influences that often remain unnoticed when 
an actor’s network membership and involvement in a certain activity is 
searched for primarily. Importantly, new actors need to be aware that 
their legitimation efforts, in particular the legitimacy sources they draw 
on, may have both positive (strengthening) and negative (weakening) 
effects on the network they are targeting. The seemingly minor 

dynamics in the network in, for example, mediation between two 
competing actors leads to highly visible and future-oriented structural 
change in the form of a coalition. Actors also need to consider that the 
immediate structural and positional changes in the network can lead to 
segregations within a network in the longer term. Hence, careful 
consideration of actors’ legitimation approach is needed so as not to 
jeopardize the network’s and their own future in the emerging market. 

Our study also needs to be seen in light of some limitations. The study 
is based on a specific emerging market situation, that is, Myanmar/ 
Burma’s peacebuilding phase from 2013 to 2014, with specific political, 
social, and economic conditions that are also reflected in the ways in 
which our interviewees described the efforts made by and the conse-
quences of their organizations entering the context. First, in the context 
under study, snowballing was deemed to have the most potential and to 
be the most appropriate method for interviewee selection. Snowballing 
allows for avoiding confinement to particular views preferred by some 
superiors, as could be the risk in top-down selections (see Welch et al., 
2002). Simultaneously, it means that the recommended interviewees 
were known as members of a particular peacebuilding community, and 
we cannot claim representativeness with respect to either peacebuilding 
in general or in relation to all activities in Myanmar/Burma. Moreover, 
we are aware of the sensitivity and possible ethical issues that can 
emerge when asking people to name others as informants. Herein, we 
consciously avoided putting pressure on the interviewees with respect to 
naming others and all the interviewees had the full freedom to reject the 
invitation to be interviewed. Second, while we believe that the variety of 
legitimacy sources, legitimation targets, and related network dynamics 
we identified are analytically “legitimate,” we recommend that future 
research examine other emerging market environments with different 
institutional conditions, such as post-conflict countries in northern Af-
rica, to develop a broader view of actor legitimation processes in tur-
bulent and volatile contexts. 

We see our study only as the beginning of a series of investigations 
about the network embeddedness of actor legitimation; conducting 
longitudinal research on the post-legitimation period of a network will 
shed further light on time-sensitive network dynamics, including the 
circular consequences of structural and legitimacy changes in a network 
for actors’ legitimacy (Deephouse et al., 2017). Also, the application of 
an institutional work approach (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2011) toward 
actors’ legitimation efforts will allow for an intertwined view on pur-
posive actions and nation-level societal change processes (cf. Webb 
et al., 2010). Finally, Suddaby et al. (2017) have provided three con-
figurations of the concept of legitimacy, and we have mainly built on the 
configuration as a process of legitimation. If approaching legitimacy as a 
property—i.e., a resource, or a capacity—possessed by an entity, 
research will elaborate on our classification of legitimacy sources with 
focus on the organization-environment fit. The legitimacy-as-perception 
configuration will lead to primary attention to the judgments of 
appropriateness and further development of our categorization target in 
terms of responsibility. This will contribute to research on ethics of in-
ternational operations in emerging market contexts. 

6. Conclusions 

This study set out to examine the legitimation of actors for entry into 
international networks and its embeddedness in these networks in 
emerging markets. We argue that the interplay between actor legiti-
mation and networks becomes especially apparent in a conflict-affected 
emerging market in which “roles and identities are ambiguous, logics 
and institutions are conflicting or multiple, and networks span diverse 
audiences” (Owen-Smith & Powell, 2008, p. 618). We find actors draw 
on diverse legitimacy sources and target specific forms of engagement in 
networks that are conditioned by the characteristics of weakly institu-
tionalized emerging markets. Either intentionally or unintentionally, 
actor legitimation leads to differing levels of (un)certainty among 
network members and causes segregating and consolidating effects on 
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the network structure. The processes provide an original conceptuali-
zation of the contextual dynamics of actor legitimation, which allows for 
an understanding of the complexities of managing legitimation in tur-
bulent settings, with the potential for both network strengthening and 
weakening. Accordingly, the study emphasizes the importance of 
acknowledging the country-, organization-, and individual-level repre-
sentation, relational, and activity structures that are intertwined in wide 
international networks formed around attempts to solve large societal 
issues. Simultaneously, the study stresses the inevitability of businesses 
in emerging markets becoming connected with their overall develop-
ment and often taking sides among involved local conflict parties. 
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