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ABSTRACT
Academic and social concerns regarding the management of carbon emissions are pressing due to the importance of carbon 
reduction in the fight against climate change and the strategic implications of the various approaches. In particular, the rela-
tionship between carbon reduction and legitimacy has received significant attention, with academics noting both the positive 
relationship between the two and the risk of ‘greenwashing’. Here, we review the extant literature on carbon reduction and legit-
imacy, presenting insights into the current academic discourse and highlighting an important distinction between ‘legitimacy’ 
as it relates to perception and ‘legitimacy’ as it relates to actual congruence between the actions of the company and social expec-
tations. Our review demonstrates that legitimacy as perception is the dominant application of the concept in the literature, and 
we highlight the importance of more academic consideration of the way in which companies' carbon reduction efforts actually 
cohere with relevant norms and values.

1   |   Introduction

Businesses across industries have a significant impact on fun-
damental aspects of sustainability, such as carbon emissions af-
fecting climate change, resource depletion and the ‘livability’ of 
global and local environments. Unsurprisingly, therefore, there 
is a growing interest in the impact of firms in this regard. These 
concerns are often expressed with reference to the legitimacy of 
firms' environmentally relevant actions, with firms deemed to 
be involved in illegitimate acts at risk of being accused of ‘gre-
enwashing’ (Seele and Gatti 2017). The many meanings of ‘legit-
imacy’ have received significant attention in the management 
literature (e.g., Suchman 1995; Suddaby et al. 2017), and it is well 
recognised that the term can be employed to refer to quite dif-
ferent properties and processes. Broadly speaking, the various 
categorisations touch on two aspects of what it may mean for 

an action or actor to be legitimate: (1) It is perceived by relevant 
stakeholders to be congruent with their normative expectations 
and (2) the action or actor is congruent with the normative ex-
pectations of the relevant stakeholders. There is a significant 
distinction between these two positions, namely, that the locus 
of legitimacy differs—in the first conception, legitimation oc-
curs at the point of perception and in the second conception, 
legitimation occurs at the point of value congruence. While it 
may often be the case that actual congruence confers perceived 
congruence, or that perceived congruence indicates actual con-
gruence, it is certainly not necessarily or always the case. In this 
paper, we present a review of literature relating to the legitimacy 
of carbon reduction initiatives in the field of business and man-
agement, with a view to better understanding the distinction be-
tween these two concepts of legitimacy and the way in which the 
concept is used in this context.
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Stated firm alignment with the UNSDGs or other kinds of 
sustainability benchmarks is increasingly common. Carbon 
reduction is a particularly tangible commitment for firms, as 
meeting this commitment is measurable, and the sustainabil-
ity impact of such reductions is relatively uncontested. Thus, 
carbon reduction initiatives are sound indicators of the rela-
tionship between businesses and the notion of sustainability 
more generally, and the body of research which relates to 
these initiatives offers valuable insight into sustainability in 
businesses more generally. Questions of the legitimacy of sus-
tainability initiatives abound, both in academic literature and 
in more public discourses, for example, those relating to gre-
enwashing. There is some contestation regarding the proper 
definition of the concept of legitimacy, and the nature of the 
value of legitimacy in relation to sustainability and carbon 
reduction initiatives depends somewhat on how the term ‘le-
gitimacy’ is used. Broadly, however, ‘legitimacy’ is important 
as it indicates that an act is sincere and appropriate. Perhaps 
the value of legitimacy in this sense can, in fact, be better un-
derstood with reference to the implications of illegitimacy; an 
illegitimate approach to carbon reduction would be one which 
was insincere and/or inappropriate, thus suggesting at the 
very least a missed opportunity to make a significant and pos-
itive contribution to a firm's environmental impact.

The purpose of the systematic literature review presented here is 
first to identify academic knowledge of the legitimacy of carbon 
reduction in the literature relating to business and management. 
The second purpose is to identify the implications of the nature 
and scope of this knowledge. The scope of the search employed 
accommodates a broad sample of papers relating to a consider-
ation of whether and how carbon reduction initiatives were le-
gitimate. However, the majority of the papers identified relate 
to carbon accounting disclosure as a tool of legitimation, most 
closely affiliated with a definition of legitimacy as perception. 
There are notable exceptions to this, such as Abraham (2021), 
who considers the role of ideology in carbon reduction initiatives, 
and Baledon et al.  (2021), who investigate stakeholder percep-
tions of alternative jet fuels for carbon reduction. Nonetheless, 
the bulk of the literature relates to reporting and relies on the 
analysis of data shared by firms. Some of this is done with a crit-
ical lens; for example, Hrasky (2012) and Wu et al. (2022) explore 
whether firms' legitimation strategies are symbolic or substan-
tial, but specific consideration of what cannot be accounted for 
is directly addressed by only one paper (Blakely 2021). There is 
a robust body of literature addressing the role of accounting and 
reporting in establishing the legitimacy of carbon reduction ini-
tiatives, but there is considerable scope for consideration of legit-
imation factors beyond what is reported by firms and, indeed, 
beyond a conception of ‘legitimacy as perception’. Drawing on 
Suddaby et al.'s (2017) tripartite categorisation, we can identify 
particular opportunities for research considering legitimacy as 
property and legitimacy as a process, which is to say legitimacy 
is derived from alignment between a firm's actions and expecta-
tions, and experiences of relevant actors and stakeholders.

2   |   Conceptual Background

In its conceptual origins, ‘legitimacy’ has been thought of as 
a property which can belong to power or the powerful. Weber 

(1968) offers his tripartite account of legitimacy as it relates to au-
thority or domination and describes three grounds for legitimate 
authority: rational, traditional and charismatic. Legitimacy on ra-
tional grounds is where domination is legitimate if there is belief 
in the legality of the process that bestowed the authority; legiti-
macy on traditional grounds is where domination is legitimate if 
there is a belief in the sanctity of the traditions and the legitimacy 
of those operating within them, to bestow authority and legiti-
macy on charismatic grounds is where domination is legitimated 
by a devotion inspired by the personal qualities of the person in 
authority. All three grounds rest on the perceptual beliefs of those 
contemplating the legitimacy of a power-exerter, and not on any 
particular quality of the powerful act or actor (even charismatic 
grounds rely on the devotion of the ‘follower’ – not on an objective 
quality of the authority) (Graftstein 1981; Matheson 1987). Hinsch 
(2010) identifies this kind of legitimacy as ‘empirical’ legitimacy, 
characterised by the approval of the relevant group.

2.1   |   Legitimacy, Power and Business

Literature exploring legitimacy, as it applies to businesses, tends 
not to explicitly refer to power, authority or domination, but 
nonetheless, it is this aspect of the business to which legitimacy 
as a property is being attached. Questions of the legitimacy of 
businesses have arisen because businesses are now understood 
to be exerters of power, and, therefore, are open to questions of 
legitimacy similar to those of other powerful institutions. When 
considering corporate initiatives to reduce carbon emissions, 
the question of legitimacy is raised because there is a general 
awareness that, given the global consequences, the emission of 
carbon is an exertion of power—that is, the action has a delib-
erate and significant effect. The effect is deliberate in the sense 
that the action is voluntary, and the effect is predictable. The 
emission, or reduction, of carbon emission, is, therefore, an exer-
tion of power to which the challenge of legitimacy applies.

Weber's account of legitimate power was an exploration of po-
litical power and the conditions under which it can gain the 
necessary support to exist and thrive. In this context, legitimacy-
as-perception is highly relevant; political power obtains, at least 
in part, for as long as it is perceived that the exerter is morally 
justified and truthful. When the powerful cease to be perceived 
as legitimate, they are often in trouble, and their position of power 
is at risk. However, suppose we are applying legitimacy as a crit-
ical lens and using it to evaluate the actions of companies whose 
continued existence does not rely, to such an immediate and 
obvious extent, on the perceptions and support of the public. In 
that case, it makes sense to evaluate more than just the extent to 
which the companies' actions are seen to be congruent with social 
values; we must also consider both what the values of the rele-
vant societies are, and the extent to which companies' actions are 
actually congruent with these values. The concept of legitimacy 
as actual-value-congruence is similar to Hinsch's conception of 
normative legitimacy, whereby an institutional arrangement is 
legitimate when it conforms with stated criteria for legitimacy 
which have normative authority—that is, its advocates can ex-
plain why the stated criteria should be adhered to. This view of 
legitimacy is also broadly consistent with legitimacy as a process 
and a property (Suddaby et al. 2017), as legitimacy belongs to ac-
tual rather than perceived properties of the ‘legitimate thing’. It 
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should be noted that in the context of business and society, the 
relevant norms or properties will most likely not be codified or 
expressed by a formal authority. They will be held by the people 
affected by the company's actions, who may not all hold the same 
values. There is, therefore, the challenge of identifying the crite-
ria against which companies' actions can be judged. This poses a 
challenge to the determination of a company's legitimacy, but it 
does not undermine the conceptual underpinnings of this version 
of legitimacy, which are to do with the legitimating mechanism 
rather than the process of judging legitimacy.

2.2   |   Legitimacy and Conceptual Variance in 
the Literature

In much of the literature on organisational legitimacy, the dis-
tinction between perceived congruence and actual congruence 
is not noted, but there is generally an emphasis on perception or 
‘evaluation’ (e.g., Suchman 1995; Thomas and Lamm 2012). This 
is likely due to an understanding that where a judgement of legit-
imacy is to be made, there must be a judge, and therefore, even 
when considering relatively objective properties, we are always, 
to some extent, addressing our perceptions. However, there does 
seem to be an important distinction to be made between a be-
lief that an action is legitimate and the actual legitimacy of the 
action. This distinction can perhaps be best understood in com-
parison to the concept of ‘legal’, where we would feel it was pos-
sible and indeed important to distinguish between the seeming 
compliance of an act with the law and the actual compliance 
of an act with the law – even where the evaluation of whether 
an act is legally compliant is the result of a literal judgement. 
The judgement is subjective, and the role of the judge is to re-
port their belief (or perception) of whether or not the relevant 
act complies with the relevant rule. However, it is understood in 
these circumstances that what determines an act's legality is its 
actual compliance with the law. The judge's role is to consider 
and report on this compliance, but legality is not determined by 
the judge's perception; for example, it is illegal to speed whether 
or not the offender is caught and convicted. Similarly, it is pos-
sible to consider whether a company's actions actually comply 
with the norms and values of relevant communities, and such 
a consideration would be importantly different to an investi-
gation into whether the communities perceive a company's ac-
tions to be normatively compliant. Identifying who the relevant 
stakeholders are, and what the relevant norms and values are, 
is not straightforward, and therefore, such research would in-
clude both a consideration of what the relevant norms and val-
ues are, as well as an account of whether or not (or the extent 
to which) companies' actions comply with these expectations. 
Research into both actual compliance and perceived compliance 
is of value but is researching different phenomena. It is therefore 
worth noting the way in which much of the academic discussion 
of legitimacy to date conflates two distinguishable aspects of le-
gitimacy, despite there being a significant distinction between 
legitimacy-as-perception and legitimacy-as-actual-congruence.

2.3   |   Levels of Perception

The legitimacy-as-perception approach views legitimacy as oc-
curring between ‘traditional levels of analysis as a cross-level 

process of perceptions, judgements of appropriateness, and ac-
tions that occur in interactions between the collective and the 
individual’ (Suddaby et al. 2017, 451). Therefore, within work 
that focuses on legitimacy-as-perception, analyses of the ‘level 
of perception’ of the evaluators are broadly divided into the in-
dividual and the collective levels. At the individual level, judge-
ments are formed on socially constructed categorical norms, 
which are then aggregated into socially constructed shared 
beliefs that reflect and reinforce institutional order (Berger 
and Luckman 1967; Alexiou and Wiggins  2019). Therefore, 
within the legitimacy as perception concept, the notion of le-
gitimacy is based on the key constructs of perceptions of the 
legitimacy object, the individual's own judgement, collective 
validity judgement and the individual's validity opinions of 
the collective validity judgement (Suddaby et al. 2017).

Although the legitimacy as perception standpoint sees legit-
imacy as multilevel, occurring between the individual and 
collective evaluators, it leans towards the micro-level in terms 
of the formation of perception by focusing on the role of indi-
viduals in the process of the social construction of legitimacy 
(Suddaby et al. 2017). While ontologically, it is the individual 
stakeholders that evaluate and make judgements, it is usually 
the collective actors, such as organisations, interest groups, 
judicial authorities and governments, that act upon the col-
lective legitimacy perception (Bitekine and Haack  2015). 
Therefore, legitimacy judgements and perception formations 
do not only take place at the individual (micro level) but 
also involve the sensemaking of collective actors, as they act 
upon the collective (macro level) legitimacy judgements as 
relationships, policies and procedures are formed and dis-
seminated as official verdicts (Daft and Weick 1984; Bitekine 
and Haack 2015). In the broader management field, it is sug-
gested that the majority of studies focus on the collective level 
(Alexiou and Wiggins 2019), although there are a number of 
studies which investigate perceptions of legitimacy at the indi-
vidual level (Alexiou and Wiggins 2019), the way in which col-
lective perceptions suppress individual evaluations (Bitekine 
and Haack  2015). Therefore, within the legitimacy-as-
perception literature, there is evidence that the perceptions of 
legitimacy are contingent on both individual subjectivity and 
the influence of inter-group and intra-group dynamics. This 
adds evidence to our claims that legitimacy-as-perception and 
legitimacy-as-actual-congruence refer to different phenom-
ena. Both are worthy of consideration; the interplay between 
individual and collective perceptions of legitimacy allows 
for an understanding of the interaction between businesses 
and society at the local level and will highlight how policies 
and practices at institutional and organisational levels are 
(re)shaped by the perceptions of the local communities and in 
turn impact these perceptions. In addition, an understanding 
of the extent to which the actions of companies actually co-
here with the rules and norms of the societies in which they 
operate is crucial as we navigate global existential challenges 
such as climate change.

2.4   |   Carbon Reduction and Legitimacy

In this paper, we focus on the application of legitimacy to the reduc-
tion of carbon emissions in the business and management literature. 

 10990836, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/bse.4321 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/05/2025]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



4 of 15 Business Strategy and the Environment, 2025

Much of the conceptual literature relating to management issues 
and legitimacy considers the broadest implications of the term, 
that is, organisational legitimacy in general. Organisational le-
gitimacy (as perception) as a concept is usually applied to mean 
something like ‘The generalised perception or assumption that 
the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within 
some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 
definitions.’ (Suchman 1995, 574). This can apply to any aspect of 
the firm's operational activity, from its relationship with suppliers 
to the content of its marketing. Whether considering legitimacy as 
perception or legitimacy-as-actual congruence, the criteria against 
which the action is being measured depends significantly on what 
the activity is; if it is the firm's relationship with its suppliers, then 
the relevant standards will be something like ‘how other similar 
firms do it’, ‘codified industry standards’ and maybe the expecta-
tions of those in the supply chain, other internal stakeholders and 
consumers. For example, in the case of fast fashion, the actions 
of those firms implicated in the Rana Plaza factory collapse were 
considered illegitimate because they were contrary to the expec-
tations of external stakeholders like consumers, even though they 
were relatively consistent with the practised standards of the in-
dustry as a whole. Similarly, the criteria against which the legit-
imacy of a marketing campaign is judged will be specific to the 
context of marketing, the specific industry practices and standards 
will be relevant to marketing (and different to supply chain man-
agement), and the expectations of consumers will similarly be spe-
cific to marketing.

Therefore, although there is value in examining the concept of 
organisational legitimacy in the broadest sense, it is also the case 
that the context of the action or aspect being considered matters 
and that there is much to be gained by looking at specific aspects 
of organisational activity when considering what it means to be 
legitimate.

The subject focus for this review was determined by the key 
search terms ‘Carbon Reduction’ OR ‘Net Zero’. The reasons for 
this focus are as follows: The environmental impact of firms is 
an urgent issue; companies' decisions about how to measure and 
reduce the effect they have on the environment are of crucial 
importance to all of us. A commitment to carbon reduction is 
a particular kind of commitment, primarily because it is mea-
surable. This has two important consequences—it is easy for 
stakeholders to understand and engage with as an issue, and the 
extent to which the promise has been kept can be evaluated. The 
centrality of measurement (or accounting) to issues of carbon 
reduction means that much of the literature on carbon reduction 
is in the accounting field. However, accounting is not the focus 
of our review, which includes all papers with a subject focus on 
carbon reduction (and not just those with a focus on the account-
ing of carbon reduction).

3   |   Method

The aim of this review is to contribute to a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the way in which the concept of legitimacy is 
applied to carbon reduction initiatives in the business and man-
agement literature and to map the way in which the two con-
ceptions of legitimacy, as perceived, and actual congruence with 
social norms, is applied in the field. We employed a systematic 

review literature review, synthesising research in a systematic, 
transparent and reproducible manner (Tranfield et al. 2003), as 
employed in other reviews, for example, Ibrahim et  al. (2022) 
and Nguyen et al. (2020). Drawing on the work of Denyer and 
Tranfield (2009), the following steps of the systematic review 
process were adopted: material collection, categorisation and 
synthesis.

3.1   |   Material Collection

Scopus was selected as an appropriate database to generate the 
list of articles as it includes an extensive collection of environ-
mental sustainability-related journals (Ansari and Kant 2017; 
Balasubramanian et al. 2020). At the initial stage, only articles 
from peer-reviewed journals were considered. Conference pa-
pers, book reviews and comments were excluded. The following 
combination of keywords was used for the search: (‘Legitima*’ 
OR ‘Social License to Operate’) AND (‘Carbon Reduction’ OR 
‘Net Zero’). An asterisk was included at the end of the word 
‘Legitima’ to ensure greater search outreach to include a wider 
range of spelling variations such as legitimate and legitimacy. 
In order to capture literature relating to legitimacy, we also 
included ‘social license to operate’ (SLO) in our search terms. 
The SLO concept is often used within the business and manage-
ment field to refer to something very similar, at times identical 
to, legitimacy (Gehman et al. 2017). However, the SLO concept 
can also be used to capture a particular kind of legitimacy, in 
that the SLO is to some extent empirically observable as the 
ongoing consent of communities for an operation (Prno and 
Slocombe 2012) and is considered to be indicative of a contract 
between communities and business operators (Demuijnck and 
Fasterling  2016). The concept is most often used in the con-
text of mining or other environmentally disruptive operations 
(Stephens and Robisnon 2021) in contexts where the consent of 
communities cannot be assumed and, therefore, must be earned. 
The concept does not invite the same distinction between actual 
and perceived congruence with social values as the concept of le-
gitimacy because the SLO is something which exists essentially 
where there is the absence of community opposition, whether 
this is due to the beliefs of a community or the actual actions 
and values of a company does not matter here. The SLO concept, 
therefore, adds another valuable dimension to our understand-
ing of companies' legitimacy, allowing for a description of situ-
ations where there is social acceptance of a company's actions.

The research team refined the search within the subject areas of 
business management and accounting, environmental science 
and social sciences, excluding articles on engineering, medicine, 
agricultural and biological sciences. The search was also limited 
to peer-reviewed articles written in English.

We did not specify the base year during the search, and the ini-
tial search generated 251 articles (ranging from 2011 to 2022). 
Subsequently, a search alert was set, and 187 additional articles 
were identified (cut-off date: 02 December 2024). In total, 438 
articles were identified for further screening. We screened the 
retrieved articles according to the following questions: (a) Does 
the article focus on carbon reduction? (b) Is the article related to 
legitimacy? Articles that did not meet the inclusion criteria were 
not included in the review.
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These articles were first screened through title and abstract 
analyses, whereby the authors read the title and abstracts of pa-
pers identified at this stage to establish the primary focus of the 
papers. Only those with a primary focus on both legitimacy and 
carbon reduction were kept. In this screening procedure, 307 ar-
ticles were excluded. The remaining 131 articles were subjected 
to another round of meticulous content analysis, whereby the 
authors read each paper to confirm the primary focus; where it 
was determined that if the primary focus of the paper was not 
both legitimacy and carbon reduction, the paper was excluded. 
At this stage, another 75 articles were eliminated. Thus, the final 
sample set for the current review comprised a corpus of 56 ar-
ticles (Table 1 presents a list of the articles). A summary of the 
selection process is represented in Figure 1, considering Moher 
et al. (2009) style of selection procedure for systematic literature 
review.

4   |   Findings

4.1   |   Overview of Reviewed Studies

The findings of the review can be found in Table  1. In the 
course of our review we categorised the sample papers ac-
cording to the type of data (primary and/or secondary), type 
or study (qualitative and/or quantitative), the data sampled 
in the paper, the country (or a number of countries) present 
in the papers' sample and the relevant industry. In reviewing 
these aspects of the relevant papers, we are able to provide 
an overview of the extant academic field and identify under-
utilised methodological approaches and under-explored areas 
and aspects. In order to explore the applications of legitimacy 
in this field, we also categorised the conceptual application of 
legitimacy in each relevant paper, that is, as either perceived 
or actual congruence, and the level of perception, that is, the 
micro or collective level. The former was determined through 
careful reading of the discussion and application of the concept 
of legitimacy in the paper; most offer a clear definition of legit-
imacy, which informed the categorisation. In seven instances, 
the definition and application of legitimacy as a concept were 

not clear, and the papers were left uncategorised. In order to 
determine the level of perception, the approach of Suddaby 
et  al.  (2017) was followed, and the articles were reviewed to 
see whether they explored the appropriateness of a legitimacy 
object (an authority, a practice or an organisation) based on an 
evaluator's assessment (the individual level), or if they explore 
legitimacy at the collective (group/organisation/society/field) 
level. At the collective level, legitimacy exists as validity, which 
is the shared judgement of the majority of stakeholders and/
or by a recognised authority (Suddaby et  al.  2017). Levels of 
perception were investigated in articles that focused fully or 
partially on legitimacy as perception.

4.2   |   Scope of the Extant Literature on Legitimacy 
and Carbon Reduction

The earliest article with a combined focus on legitimacy and 
carbon reduction was published in 2012. This suggests that 
legitimacy and environmental protection began to gain impor-
tance starting around this time. With growing awareness and 
the importance of carbon reduction as a key greening initiative, 
this review is timely. Seventeen of the empirical studies involved 
multiple countries; two studies did not specify the country con-
text; and the rest are single-country studies. Most studies were 
conducted in high-income and developed countries,1 including 
the United Kingdom (n = 7), United States (n = 7), Japan (n = 1), 
Australia (n = 2), Canada (n = 1), Denmark (n = 1), Germany 
(n = 1), Norway (n = 1), New Zealand (n = 1) and Netherlands 
(n = 1). Three upper-middle-income countries: China (n = 5), 
Brazil (n = 1) and South Africa (n = 1); one in lower-middle-
income economies: Egypt; and one in low-income countries: 
Uganda. One may observe increased research attention in 
China, where the country issued its first regulation on environ-
mental disclosure in 2003, which has had multiple updates, with 
the latest being the Measures for the Administration of Legal 
Disclosure of Enterprise Environmental Information issued on 
18 December 2021 (Song 2022). The move to mandate compa-
nies to disclose environmental information is facilitating re-
search in the subject matter.

FIGURE 1    |    Summary of the selection process.
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While some studies focus on high carbon-emitting industries 
(e.g., Yu et  al.  2020), heavy-polluting industries (e.g., Zhou 
et al. 2020) or environmentally sensitive industries, many stud-
ies also cover non-environmentally-sensitive industries (e.g., 
Datt et al. 2020; Hrasky 2012; Kuo and Chen 2013).

4.3   |   Methodological Approaches of Reviewed 
Literature

Forty-seven percent of the 51 empirical studies adopted a quan-
titative methodology, 39% were qualitative, and seven papers 
employed a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods. The 
majority of the studies relied on secondary data only (n = 31), 
such as corporate sustainability report (e.g., Dzhengiz  2018; 
Ngwakwe  2013; Tan et  al. 2020), companies websites and an-
nual reports (e.g., Hrasky  2012; L'Abate et  al. 2023; Walker 
et al. 2021), carbon-related data from Carbon Disclosure Project 
(CDP) (e.g., Busch and Schwarzkopf 2013; Datt et al. 2018, 2021; 
Herold and Lee 2019; Luo 2019; Pan et al. 2022)—which runs 
one of the largest not-for-profit global environmental disclosure 
systems.

4.4   |   Conceptions of Legitimacy

The findings demonstrate that the legitimacy of sustainability 
initiatives is a current and pressing concern among business and 
management scholars. Within the literature is evidence of an 
emerging consensus that legitimacy is a necessary condition for 
effective and long-lasting change with regard to carbon reduc-
tion, as well as some evidence that firms are sufficiently aware 
of this to pursue some kind of legitimation in tandem with car-
bon reduction initiatives (or communication relating to carbon 
emissions). However, even with our sample of papers, which 
have been selected for an explicit consideration of legitimacy, 
there is an evident lack of clarity regarding the meaning and ap-
plication of the term.

Nine of the papers included in our review do not define the term 
in a way that has allowed for a classification of their understand-
ing of legitimacy, nor was it possible to infer which version of le-
gitimacy was being applied in the research. It is perhaps the case 
that in some instances it is understood that legitimacy is such an 
important concept that it must be name-checked, coupled with ei-
ther a poor understanding of what the term is or why it is import-
ant—or such a strong understanding of what the term is and why 
it is important that no further discussion is deemed necessary.

A minority of papers within our sample (four) are concerned 
with exploring both the nature of the legitimacy being sought 
by firms as well as the actions being taken to pursue legiti-
macy. For example, Hrasky  (2012) reports on research inves-
tigating whether firms adopt ‘pragmatic or moral legitimation 
approaches’ (p. 174), the former referring to actions designed 
specifically to bolster support for the firm (rather than to pursue 
actual change, which may lead to support for the firm) and the 
latter to actions which are deemed by a broad set of stakeholders 
to be truly congruent with the stakeholders' values. Herold and 
Lee (2019) consider the influences on firms' attempts to close the 
‘legitimacy gap’, where companies' practices and the relevant 
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social expectations are incongruent. The paper presents consid-
eration of both internally focused actions and externally focused 
actions, the former being actual changes in the firm and the lat-
ter consisting of efforts to gain external approval from relevant 
stakeholder groups.

4.4.1   |   Legitimacy as Perception

The majority of the papers in our sample apply a single concep-
tualisation of legitimacy, indicating that most authors grappling 
with the concept have confidence in the terms' meaning and 
application. The most common understanding of legitimacy 
present in the papers presented here is one of legitimacy as an 
issue of perception, consistent with Suchman's definition of 
legitimacy as a generalised perception (1995, p. 574) and with 
Suddaby et  al.'s  (2017) categorisation of ‘legitimacy as percep-
tion’ (see also Alexiou and Wiggins 2019).

Such a conception of legitimacy is present in 24 papers in our sam-
ple, and within this sample, legitimacy as perceived value congru-
ence is not universally considered a ‘good’ thing. Indeed, some 
strong scepticism of the legitimacy of legitimacy itself is present 
here. For example, Long et al. (2021) note that the perceived legiti-
macy of carbon reduction may ‘rub off’ on the associated product, 
for example, reducing the carbon emissions of breastmilk substi-
tutes might lend legitimacy to the ethically dubious practice of en-
couraging breastmilk substitution. Ngwakwe (2013) explores the 
extent to which disclosures of firms listed on the Johannesburg 
Stock Exchange (JSE) comply with independent external assur-
ance and concludes ‘… the JSE seems to have established a pedi-
gree suggesting that its SRI is neither political image laundering 
nor mere legitimisation’. The majority of the papers on legitimacy-
as-perception take a strategic approach, presenting legitimacy as 
something which firms pursue to achieve strategic aims and/or 
competitive advantage. For example, Datt et al. (2019) present re-
search investigating the way in which carbon disclosure is used 
by well-performing firms to promote good relationships with 
stakeholders. Hickman and Cote (2019) present findings that ac-
countants and assurors pursue ‘legitimate’ CSR reporting in order 
to achieve specific professional objectives, and Saha et al. (2021) 
argue that UK Higher Education Institutes use environmental 
and social disclosures to legitimise their activities and gain the 
good opinion of key stakeholders.

4.4.2   |   Legitimacy as Coherence With Norms 
and Values

A smaller number of papers in our sample (n = 13) apply a single 
definition of legitimacy to their work and conceptualise legit-
imacy as something which is gained when firms' actions and 
values actually cohere with the expectations and values of their 
stakeholders. For example, Mady et al. (2022) explore the role of 
institutional pressures on firms to gain legitimacy through so-
cially acceptable environmental practices. Bui and Fowler (2019) 
present findings that firms respond to changing institutional de-
mands regarding sustainability with strategies that balance le-
gitimacy and competitive advantage, the former being achieved 
through substantive changes in accordance with institutional 
expectations. Warbroek et al. (2019) identify legitimacy gained 

through alignment with local values as a contributor to the suc-
cess of local low-carbon initiatives.

4.4.3   |   Theory Application

Within the legitimacy-as-perception papers, Legitimacy Theory 
is the most common framework; within the legitimacy-as-actual-
congruence papers, Institutional Theory is the most common. 
Despite the shared ancestry of the theories, the two definitions of 
legitimacy differ. Within the Institutional Theory, legitimacy is 
obtained when practice conforms with the values and norms, or 
‘myths’ of the relevant relational network (Meyer and Rowan 1977); 
that is, a firm's action may be legitimate if it conforms with what 
is believed to be right by other firms in its sphere. Legitimacy 
Theory, however, maintains that in order to be legitimate, organ-
isations must appear to be consistent with societies' expectations 
(Deegan 2019, 2002). That is, according to Institutional Theory, a 
company's action is legitimate if it conforms to what is believed 
to be the relevant norm, and according to Legitimacy Theory, a 
company's action is legitimate if it is believed to conform to the 
relevant norms. The two conceptualisations both involve belief 
(or perception), but the source of legitimacy is different—for legit-
imacy theory, it is the belief itself, while for institutional theory, it 
is the conformity which bestows legitimacy.

The dominance of the legitimacy-as-perception definition in our 
sample suggests that one definition has gained traction more 
successfully than the other and is perhaps indicative of a shared 
belief that firms are more interested in seeming to do the right 
thing than actually doing the right thing. However, given the 
urgency of the issues relating to climate change, such as carbon 
reduction, it is equally important to investigate why and when 
firms actually do the right thing, and given that doing the right 
thing makes it much easier to be seen to do the right thing, this 
is a very valuable avenue for future research.

4.5   |   Levels of Perception

Our findings reveal that none of the articles explored perceptions 
at the individual level only, and only two articles studied it at the 
individual and collective levels, while 29 articles examined legiti-
macy perceived at the collective level. For instance, Blakely (2021) 
studies the relationship between accounting, standardisation 
and politics by exploring the case of a protest about the City of 
Manchester's carbon accountability. The study looks at the per-
ceived legitimacy at the collective level—a group in the society 
brought together by their supposedly shared opinion.

At the collective level, legitimacy in the form of validity is also 
illustrated through the opinion of a recognised authority, such 
as the Global Industry Classification Standards (Datt et al. 2018) 
or assurance providers of accounting firms and non-accounting 
firms (Datt et al. 2020).

Within the literature, only two articles explore perceptions of 
legitimacy both at the individual and collective levels. An in-
stance of this is the case of switching behaviour of German 
electricity consumers to a green electricity supplier due to trust, 
reputation and perceived environmental impact (Mezger et al. 
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2020). Or, assessing tourism professionals' perceptions of the 
limitations and advantages of sustainable practices and their 
actual implementation over 6 years in the Midwestern US (Orr 
et al. 2019). While recent studies have proposed a series of basic 
socio-cognitive processes fundamental to the construction of le-
gitimacy at the individual level (Suddaby et al. 2017; Bitektine 
2011), our review has shown that literature applying these in-
sights to the context of carbon reduction is lacking. Given the 
emphasis in the reviewed literature on the conceptualisation of 
legitimacy-as-perception, further exploration of how these per-
ceptions are formed at the individual level would be valuable, 
in particular, as it informs our understanding of the dynamics 
between individual and collective perceptions of legitimacy. 
Such an understanding might, for example, allow greater insight 
into the ways in which institutions shape or reflect individual 
perceptions of legitimacy, thus deepening our understanding of 
what it means when we describe a company's action as (seem-
ingly) legitimate.

5   |   Discussion and Conclusion

The review of the literature presented here reveals that concerns 
regarding the legitimacy of companies' engagement in carbon 
reduction initiatives are receiving a considerable amount of ac-
ademic attention, particularly in high-income and developed 
countries. Balasubramanian et al. (2020) concluded from their 
review of literature relating to firm characteristics and environ-
mental sustainability that evidence suggested firms of different 
sizes and origins (i.e., foreign or local) pursue different kinds of 
legitimacy; large firms and foreign firms pursue legitimacy-as-
perception while small firms pursue actual value congruence. 
There is, therefore, the risk that due to the current academic 
focus on legitimacy-as-perception, we are missing opportuni-
ties to explore the legitimation strategies of smaller firms and of 
local firms—particularly companies in low-income and/or de-
veloping countries. As with similar reviews of the literature on 
CSR in the tourism sector (Alatawi et al. 2023) and literature on 
corporate board committees and corporate outcomes (Alhossini 
et al. 2021), our review suggests a need for further cross or multi-
country studies, which would further our understanding of le-
gitimating criteria for communities across the globe.

Most of the papers in the sample used secondary data, and 
there is evidence of a reliance on firm-provided data to address 
questions of legitimacy. This is perhaps consistent with the 
prevalence of the application of the concept of legitimacy as the 
perceived congruence between a company's actions and rele-
vant values and norms, and with the prevalence of Legitimacy 
Theory as a framework. According to Legitimacy Theory, com-
panies share information in order to be seen as consistent with 
society's expectations, thus gaining legitimacy; legitimacy is 
obtained when a company's actions are perceived as consistent 
with the relevant norms and companies share information about 
their actions in order to create this impression (Deegan  2019; 
Deegan et al. 2002). From the review presented here, we may 
conclude that the mechanisms of this are well-explored (e.g., 
Kuo and Chen 2013; Saha et  al.  2021; Khalid et  al. 2023), al-
though there is certainly scope for greater consideration of per-
ception at the individual level and the mechanisms by which 
this interacts with perception at the collective level. Further, we 

have seen the extent to which target setting and reporting corre-
spond with improved environmental performance, for eaxmple, 
Hickman and Cote (2019), Luo (2019) and Nimer et al. (2024). 
These are important considerations, and research that reveals 
the way in which companies appear to cohere with social values 
and expectations can also be used to inform our understanding 
of the relevant values and expectations, as well as to deepen our 
understanding of the relationship between companies and the 
communities in which they operate. The way in which stake-
holders perceive business' actions is itself worthy of research, 
and in reflecting on what we perceive to be legitimate or not 
we may better identify the relevant norms and values which we 
hold. What may be lacking in the extant literature, however, is 
a thorough consideration of the extent to which a company's 
actions actually cohere with these values and norms, including 
research examining legitimacy-as-a-process and legitimacy-
as-a-property as classified by Suddaby et al. (2017). Such work 
would be complemented by research aiming to identify commu-
nities' norms and values so that there are well-understood crite-
ria against which to measure companies' actions. In particular, 
research which considers how to reflect on the diversity of val-
ues and norms rather than those of the loudest or most powerful 
voices will be of value in ensuring companies' actions are held to 
the most appropriate account.

Research exploring the relationship between a company's actions 
and social expectations will be of less instrumental value to busi-
nesses than that which presents the ways in which perceptions 
can be influenced, but it is nonetheless of significant social and 
academic value. The papers in our sample which apply a concep-
tion of legitimacy as actual value congruence each tell us some-
thing useful about how companies operate and their relationship 
with the societies in which they exist; for example, Warbroek 
et al. (2019) provide an insight into the factors which contribute to 
the success of local low-carbon initiates in the Netherlands, and 
Blum (2020) contributes to our understanding of how legitimacy 
might be lost with the case study of a contested carbon forestry 
project in Uganda where the actual implementation of a certifi-
cation programme did not cohere with local expectations. Work 
such as this contributes to our knowledge of social expectations as 
they relate to companies and the mechanisms by which these can 
be met by the actions of business. We, therefore, encourage future 
research which applies the concept of legitimacy as actual value 
congruence to the field of sustainability and carbon reduction. 
Further, we suggest there may be scope for further theoretical de-
velopment of the way in which we apply legitimacy to business' 
relationship with society and further consideration of the distinc-
tion between legitimacy as perception and legitimacy as actual 
congruence, perhaps with a view to more clearly distinguishing 
between the two in both terminology and application. We would 
also encourage research which considers the relationship be-
tween these two kinds of legitimacy, for example, investigating 
instances where one kind of legitimacy obtains but the other does 
not; where a company's actions are perceived to be congruent 
with local norms, but are in fact inconsistent with these norms.

This review considers only papers focussed on the legitimacy 
of carbon reduction initiatives. This narrow focus allows us to 
consider the application of legitimacy as a concept to an issue 
of significant importance. However, there are limitations to 
such an approach; in particular, the focus on carbon reduction 
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may somewhat skew the results towards accounting literature 
within which the legitimacy-as-perception conceptualisation 
is likely to be more prevalent, as legitimacy theory is a theory 
which has been widely applied in this field. We therefore rec-
ommend further investigation of the literature on legitimacy as 
it relates to other aspects of business activities and performance, 
for example environmental impact more broadly or treatment of 
employees. This literature may apply the concept of legitimacy-
as-actual-congruence more, and there may, therefore, be valu-
able insights into the ways in which this can be operationalised 
in empirical research.

This review has allowed an exploration of an important distinc-
tion between two conceptions of legitimacy, and highlighted 
opportunities for further research, which will deepen our un-
derstanding of what it is for a company's actions to be legiti-
mate. Understanding and articulating the distinction between 
perceived value congruence and actual value congruence will 
allow communities, governments and other stakeholders—as 
well as companies themselves—to better examine the relation-
ship between what companies do and what affected groups want 
them to do. Such an understanding may be used by companies to 
ensure that their efforts are understood and appreciated, while 
improved abilities to articulate what is required of companies by 
their local communities will help to ensure that companies are 
held to account.
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