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Abstract 

Legitimacy is of central importance for the establishment of technological and social innovations in 

sustainability transitions. The literature broadly conceptualizes the process of legitimating innovations 

as their alignment with institutionalized context structures. However, as transitions can be defined as 

(de)institutionalization processes themselves, they highlight the complexity of social orders. There-

fore, this paper argues that legitimation not merely involves aligning with context structures, but ra-

ther the active and strategic social construction of legitimate relations between the innovation (object 

of legitimacy), the institutions (criteria for evaluation), and the evaluating actors. Building on this rela-

tional perspective, the paper develops a conceptual framework for analyzing legitimacy gaps – per-

ceived inappropriatenesses concerning these relations – as constitutive entry points for legitimation 

and illegitimation strategies. The framework distinguishes two interrelated action spaces, in which 

these relations are dynamically constructed and stabilized: the evaluation space and the transforma-

tive action space. In these spaces, actors negotiate legitimacy gaps through a dynamic interplay of 

evaluation, challenge, and response, incrementally constructing (il)legitimacy relations. The frame-

work is illustrated through the case of negotiations regarding the (il)legitimacy of wind energy instal-

lations in forested areas in Germany.  

By shifting focus from alignment to the interplay of micro-level actor dynamics, this paper advances 

institutional perspectives in transition research. By providing analytical tools to examine situational 

dynamics of (il)legitimacy constructions, it contributes to a deeper understanding of how innovations 

become established and (de)institutionalization evolves incrementally in sustainability transitions. 
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1. Introduction 

Sustainability transitions are active, strategic transformations of socio-technical systems – such as en-

ergy, water, transport, or food – toward more sustainable modes of production and consumption (Ber-

gek et al. 2021). These processes require the breaking up and changing of hardened socio-technical 

structures, developing and embedding new, more ‘sustainable’ configurations, and the monitoring of 

these complex processes by heterogeneous actors at different levels of society (Hacker and Binz 2021; 

Markard et al. 2012). As transitions challenge existing institutional arrangements and socio-technical 

regimes, often provoking resistance from incumbent actors, regulators, or the public, legitimacy plays 

a central role in these processes (Köhler et al. 2019; Markard et al. 2016).  

In this regard, legitimacy refers to a general perception or assumption about the appropriateness of 

(new) seemingly more sustainable socio-technical configurations, which are to be implemented in the 

course of transitions (Fuenfschilling 2019; Deephouse and Suchman 2008; Suchman 1995). The per-

ception or evaluation of legitimacy depends on institutionalized expectations of social contexts, in 

which a socio-technical configuration is (about to be) embedded (Scott 2014). Hence, as innovations 

seek to disrupt established systems, they must be perceived not only as technically feasible or eco-

nomically viable but also as normatively appropriate, credible, and socially acceptable (Bergek et al. 

2021; Torrens et al. 2021; Suchman 1995). The success or failure of innovations thus frequently hinges 

on their ability to ‘gain’ legitimacy (Alsheimer et al. 2024; Schneider and Rinscheid 2024; Jolly and 

Hansen 2022). Much of the literature conceptualizes this process of gaining legitimacy, i.e., legitima-

tion, as aligning innovations with prevailing institutional structures (e.g., Markard et al. 2016; Bergek 

et al. 2008a). While this alignment perspective has advanced our understanding of how innovations 

gain social support, it tends to treat institutional contexts as relatively stable and legitimacy as a uni-

directional outcome, resource, or property (Suddaby et al. 2017).  At the same time, ideas of both 

legitimacy and illegitimacy are evolving throughout sustainable developments, and the shifting and 

sometimes competing institutional orders within socio-technical systems are becoming increasingly 

complex (Hacker and Binz 2021). This shift results from the active and strategic (de)institutionalization 

in transitions, where actors engage in creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutions (Löhr et al. 

2022; Lawrence et al. 2009). This emphasis on active processes of social construction of institutions in 

transitions poses challenges to this property perspective on legitimacy, as it highlights the relativity 

and dynamic character of social constructions of legitimacy and illegitimacy. This paper examines this 

‘transition of legitimacy’ by addressing the research question: How is (il)legitimacy constructed within 

the complex institutional contexts of sustainability transitions?  

To answer this question, this paper builds on recent work from transition studies and institutional the-

ory to derive a novel, actor-centered conceptualization and operationalization of both legitimation and 

illegitimation in the institutionally unstable context of transitions. For this, (il)legitimation is re-defined 

and conceptualized for the transition context by emphasizing its relationality (Schoon 2022) and con-

nection to the process of social construction (Suddaby et al. 2017; Berger and Luckmann 1966). For 

this, insights into the institutionally complex conditions of sustainability transitions and their impact 

on (il)legitimacy evaluations and constructions are discussed (Hacker and Binz 2021; Patala et al. 2019; 

Greenwood et al. 2011). Accordingly, it is argued here that in sustainability transitions, socio-technical 

configurations are exposed to and must deal with a certain level of institutional complexity (Hacker 

and Binz 2021). This leads to a blurring of the boundaries between (de)institutionalization and (il)legit-

imation, underlining the need for a more nuanced understanding of the idea of institutional complexity 

or instability and its impact on (il)legitimation. To this end, this paper builds on the idea of legitimacy 

gaps (Genus and Iskandarova 2020; Islam 2017). Legitimacy gaps are conceptualized in depth and de-

fined as critical entry points for the construction, contestation, and stabilization of constructions of 

legitimacy and illegitimacy in transitions. It centralizes the effects that institutional change has on the 
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evaluation of (il)legitimacy and the resulting processes, i.e., how actors deal with them to legitimize 

and illegitimize certain socio-technical configurations in concrete situations. This approach enables a 

more nuanced understanding of how legitimacy and illegitimacy are strategically negotiated and con-

structed in concrete situations. The conceptualization is illustrated using a typical empirical example 

of a socio-technical configuration in the energy transition context: onshore wind energy projects and 

associated negotiations about the (il)legitimacy of wind turbines in forest areas. 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 reviews current applications of legiti-

macy and legitimation in transition studies, highlighting a conceptual gap between the analysis of in-

novation legitimation and broader processes of (de)institutionalization. Section 3 elaborates on the 

theoretical foundations necessary for analyzing (il)legitimation as (il)legitimacy constructions in tran-

sition contexts. Section 4 presents the conceptual framework and illustrates it with an empirical case 

study on legitimacy negotiations surrounding wind turbine installations in forested areas in Germany. 

Section 5 concludes by reflecting on the paper’s key contributions and outlining implications for future 

research. 

2. Legitimacy and legitimation in transitions 

Legitimacy is a foundational concept in social theory (Zelditch 2001). It is often introduced by referring 

to the definition of Suchman (1995), according to which legitimacy is 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” (p. 574). Legitimacy thus refers to an 

institutionalized evaluation of an object (e.g., organizations, practices, technologies) as appropriate 

within a given context, based on the institutionalized criteria of that social context (Deephouse et al. 

2017; Scott 2014). In this sense, legitimacy reflects “[…] embeddedness in a system of institutionalized 

beliefs and action scripts” (Suchman, 1995: 574), which in turn facilitates access to critical resources 

and societal support.  

Although this perspective includes a momentum of social perception or evaluation, the definition 

points to a perspective on legitimacy as a property (Schoon 2022; Suddaby et al. 2017), which may be 

gained when the object of legitimacy aligns with institutional expectations (Alsheimer et al. 2024). This 

view on legitimation as alignment has dominated the discourse within transition studies for a long time 

(Negro et al. 2012).  

2.1 Legitimation as alignment with institutions 
In transition studies, legitimacy is typically applied as an explanatory concept to understand the suc-

cess or failure of novel socio-technical configurations, i.e., of innovations (Rohe and Chlebna 2021; 

Bergek et al. 2008b; Hekkert et al. 2007). As these innovations are new to a specific context, they face 

a ‘liability of newness’ (Freeman et al. 1983) and they must demonstrate their desirability, propriety, 

or appropriateness (Binz and Gong 2022). Accordingly, legitimation – the process of acquiring legiti-

macy – is seen as central to overcoming this liability and enabling innovation systems to stabilize (Binz 

and Gong 2022; Markard et al. 2016). 

Legitimation is commonly conceptualized as a process of aligning an innovation with institutionalized 

structures, such as laws, norms, rules, and established beliefs (Suddaby et al. 2017; Binz et al. 2016; 

Markard et al. 2016). Especially in the framework of Technological Innovation Systems TIS, gaining 

legitimacy, i.e., legitimation, is viewed as crucial for mobilizing resources for innovation, increasing 

market demand and acceptance, and stimulating further knowledge generation and entrepreneurial 

experimentation (Bergek et al. 2008b; Hekkert et al. 2007). With this perspective, legitimacy is very 

often understood to be something a TIS can gain or even be ‘transferred’ (Wesche and Skjølsvold 
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2025). Drawing on work from organizational institutionalism, some scholars, however, conceptualize 

legitimation further and distinguish between two broad types of legitimation strategies: (1) aligning 

the innovation with established institutions, and (2) strategically manipulating the institutional envi-

ronments of innovations (Bergek et al. 2008b).  

Despite this distinction, early empirical applications of the TIS framework predominantly emphasized 

the first type, i.e., alignment (Negro et al. 2012). For instance, Bergek et al. (2008a) highlight how re-

newable energy technologies in Sweden and Germany secured legitimacy by resonating with prevailing 

regulatory structures and policy targets. Similarly, Negro et al. (2007) explain the failure of biomass 

digestion in the Netherlands as a consequence of insufficient institutional alignment, especially with 

energy policies and market regulations. But also later work emphasized the importance of alignment 

strategies that involve framing the innovation so that it resonates with dominant logics and socio-

political goals, thereby securing legitimacy by association with widely accepted values and problem 

framings (Markard et al. 2016; Binz et al. 2016). From the early 2010s onward, scholars began to 

broaden the conceptual scope of legitimation strategies beyond alignment and increasingly considered 

strategies of institutional manipulation (cf. e.g., Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2016; Binz et al. 2016). These 

works explicitly drew on the concept of institutional work (Lawrence et al. 2009), and thus emphasized 

how actors actively create, maintain, or disrupt institutional frameworks to create more favorable con-

ditions for certain socio-technical configurations. Empirical studies examined, for instance, how advo-

cacy coalitions, intermediaries, and industry associations work to establish supportive policies, create 

new standards, and counter negative narratives around contested technologies (Smink et al. 2015; 

Musiolik et al. 2012).  

Despite the broadening of legitimation strategies considered in many studies, it often remains some-

what implicit that institutional work also represents a form of legitimation, as ontologically, legitima-

tion is still viewed dominantly as a property. However, building on Johnson et al. (2006), some scholars 

have further engaged in an understanding of legitimation as a process of social construction in transi-

tions and defined it as a four-stage process of innovation, local validation, diffusion, and general vali-

dation (Binz and Gong 2022; Hacker and Binz 2021). This perspective captures the non-linear, socially 

embedded character of legitimation and emphasizes how innovations become „[…] part of the status 

quo“ (Johnson et al. 2006, p. 72).  

While these contributions highlight that legitimacy is strategically gained and challenged by actors with 

diverging interests and power positions (Geels and Verhees 2011; Johnson et al. 2006), they typically 

focus on the integration of innovations into relatively stable institutional contexts – into contexts with 

a stable ‘status quo’. It is argued here that this assumption becomes problematic in more advanced or 

turbulent phases of sustainability transitions, characterized by institutional change and increasing 

complexity. 

Furthermore, while the majority of research focuses on legitimation of new, potentially more sustain-

able, (technological) innovations, the counter-process of delegitimation or illegitimation – the active 

withdrawal or erosion of legitimacy – remains less developed (Sagheim 2023). Illegitimation is often 

examined indirectly as part of regime destabilization (Turnheim and Geels 2012) or as a temporary 

challenge within legitimation processes, without further conceptualization (Dehler-Holland et al. 

2022).  

2.2 Institutional complexity in transitions 
Transitions are understood as fundamental reconfigurations of socio-technical systems such as energy, 

mobility, or food (Bergek et al. 2021; Markard et al. 2012). Sustainability transitions, in particular, aim 
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at shifting systems “[…] towards more sustainable modes of production and consumption” (Bergek et 

al. 2021, p. 2). At the core of transition studies, thus, lies the analysis of regime changes, representing 

the ‘deep structure’ or ‘grammar’ of socio-technical systems (Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014; Geels 

2011, 2002). 

Regimes comprise tightly coupled institutional elements (regulative, normative, and cultural-cogni-

tive), actor networks, and material infrastructures that mutually reinforce one another (Fuenfschilling 

and Binz 2018; Scott 2014). The multi-level perspective (MLP), one of the central frameworks in tran-

sition research, conceptualizes transitions as driven by pressures from the landscape (macro-level), 

niche innovations (micro-level), and internal regime dynamics (meso-level) (Kungl 2023; Geels and 

Kemp 2012; Geels 2011). From this view, transitions involve shifts “[…] from one regime to another, 

i.e., from one highly structured socio-technical configuration to a new one.” (Fuenfschilling and Truffer 

2014, p. 773) While regimes are often portrayed as coherent and stable, research increasingly acknowl-

edges their internal heterogeneity and complexity (Hacker and Binz 2021; Heiberg et al. 2020; Green-

wood et al. 2011). In this regard, research emphasizes different sources of this complexity.  

Two components are increasingly emphasized here, which reinforce heterogeneity and complexity. 

First, transition studies emphasize that in transitions, new institutions are created and old ones are 

changed or lose their relevance and legitimacy, which leads to institutions being stable to varying de-

grees (Fuenfschilling and Binz 2018). Second, it is increasingly acknowledged that institutions do not 

exist independently of each other but are in a specific relationship to each other: a social order based 

on a logic (cf. e.g., Goldschmeding et al. 2025; Milosevic et al. 2023; Fuenfschilling and Binz 2018; 

Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014). Institutional logics can be understood as “[…] a set of material prac-

tices and symbolic constructions – which constitutes its organizing principles and which is available to 

organizations and individuals to elaborate.” (Friedland and Alford 1991, p. 248) In modern (western) 

societies, certain institutional logics are considered central organizing principles: the state, market, 

professions, religion, corporation, family, and community (Thornton and Ocasio 2008; Friedland and 

Alford 1991). Depending on the underlying logic, the same object could thus be considered both legit-

imate and illegitimate at the same time. Institutional logics are, therefore, various organizing principles 

from which institutional orders or sectors emerge, consisting of a combination of regulative, norma-

tive, and cultural-cognitive institutions (Scott 2014). If institutions follow different logics, they are mis-

aligned with each other. Most research emphasizing institutional complexity in transitions analyzes 

the prevalence and effects of different institutional logics in transitions (cf. e.g., Goldschmeding et al. 

2025; Yang et al. 2024; Milosevic et al. 2023; Hacker and Binz 2021; Fuenfschilling and Truffer 2014). 

The institutional complexity of regimes creates ‘dynamic stability’ (Geels 2011), which opens up win-

dows of opportunity for system change (Fuenfschilling 2019; Geels and Schot 2007). It is precisely this 

structural heterogeneity that enables transitions by creating room for alternative institutional arrange-

ments and new socio-technical pathways.  

Research emphasizing the role of actors in shaping institutional change is associated with the afore-

mentioned concept of institutional work (Lawrence et al. 2011), which has been extended in transition 

studies as transition work (Löhr et al. 2022). Both concepts emphasize that actors actively engage in 

creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutional structures to influence the direction and content of 

regime change (Käsbohrer et al. 2024; Löhr et al. 2022; Binz et al. 2016; Lawrence et al. 2009). As 

outlined above, although institutional work is ultimately intended to stabilize new socio-technical sys-

tems, it produces significant structural ambiguity in the short and medium term.  

Concerning legitimacy and legitimation in transitions, this results in a volatile ‘status quo’, where the 

boundaries of what is considered legitimate are continuously challenged and redefined (Haack et al. 
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2021). To analyze legitimation under these conditions, we need to refine our conceptual approaches 

to both legitimation and illegitimation.  

2.3 Towards analyzing (il)legitimation in institutionally complex contexts 
 Although work on legitimation and institutional complexity in transitions is becoming increasingly dif-

ferentiated through the application of institutional theories and concepts, it is above all the idea of 

‘increased institutional complexity’ and the still dominant understanding of legitimation as ‘alignment’ 

that pose conceptual challenges.  

First, we require a conceptual approach that accounts for institutional misalignments and ambiguity 

as a structural feature of transitions. In such contexts, legitimation can no longer be viewed as a mere 

matter of aligning with fixed institutional structures, since the reconfiguration of regimes unfolds over 

long temporal horizons – often “[…] at least one generation (25 years)” (Rotmans et al. 2001, p. 17). 

Whereas much of the existing literature treats legitimacy as a property that enables or constrains 

change, we need approaches that understand (il)legitimation as a dynamic struggle of negotiations in 

which the very boundaries of what is seen as ‘sustainable’, ‘acceptable’, or ‘legitimate’ are continu-

ously redefined.  

Second, the role of actors needs to be examined more clearly, not only as external observers of these 

dynamics but as evaluators and carriers of both legitimation and illegitimation practices. This also 

needs to make visible the heterogeneous and often conflicting constellations of actors involved in sus-

tainability transitions – such as state institutions, corporations, civil society organizations, and social 

movements – who must actively position their technologies, decisions, or narratives within contested 

and evolving institutional landscapes. Yet, most existing frameworks in transition studies emphasize 

macro-level legitimation processes – such as diffusion or system-level validation – while largely over-

looking how legitimacy is constructed at the micro-level, especially under conditions of institutional 

fragmentation and uncertainty. 

This paper addresses these gaps by proposing a conceptual framework to analyze how (il)legitimacy is 

constructed, contested, and stabilized by actors in institutionally complex transition contexts (Section 

4). Building on current work from transition studies and legitimacy research, this paper extends recent 

advances in the study of legitimacy by shifting analytical attention toward the dynamics of (il)legitima-

tion within processes of (de)institutionalization. Therefore, this paper focuses on how legitimacy is 

actively constructed, challenged, and transformed through the practices of concrete actors embedded 

in transition processes. To this end, I conceptualize (il)legitimation as the strategic and interpretive 

effort to stabilize a particular construction of a social relation. This definition highlights that legitimacy 

is not merely granted or withdrawn but is continually negotiated through claims, performances, and 

counterclaims that define what counts as (il)legitimate in a given context. By introducing an actor-

centered perspective, I distinguish more precisely between the roles of evaluators, legitimators, and 

illegitimators. Through this lens, this paper contributes to the ongoing effort to bridge conceptual and 

operational approaches to legitimacy in transition studies (cf. e.g., Binz and Gong 2022; Heiberg et al. 

2020; Genus and Iskandarova 2020; Patala et al. 2019; Binz et al. 2016). 

The following section (Section 3) develops the theoretical foundations for this by examining how struc-

tural regime changes in transitions affect the evaluation and construction of legitimacy.  

3. Theoretical foundations: (Il)Legitimacy constructions in transitions 

To develop a framework for analyzing (il)legitimation as a process of social construction in sustainabil-

ity transitions, this section draws on insights from institutional theory and transition research on legit-

imacy. Section 3.1 focuses on legitimacy evaluations, emphasizing their relativity and context-
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dependency. Section 3.2 then discusses institutional misalignments and legitimacy gaps as central fea-

tures of institutional complexity and their effects on legitimacy evaluations. Building on this, Section 

3.3 summarizes the most important theoretical findings for and requirements of the framework pre-

sented in Section 4. 

3.1 Theorizing (il)legitimacy evaluations as the construction of relations 
A central aspect, when analyzing legitimacy, is the evaluation of (il)legitimacy, i.e., the process of “so-

cial judgment formation” (Haack et al. 2021, p. 3). Legitimacy evaluations refer to a relation that is 

constructed between three key components: (1) the object of evaluation, (2) the evaluative criteria, 

and (3) the evaluating actors, i.e., evaluators (Alsheimer et al. 2024). 

The object, sometimes the subject or focus of legitimacy, is the entity that is actively evaluated or 

passively perceived as legitimate or illegitimate (Deephouse and Suchman 2008). It can include any-

thing, for example, a socio-technical configuration, a social unit, a structure, an action, or an idea (John-

son 2004). The evaluators, sometimes audiences, or sources of legitimacy, represent the assessors who 

more or less consciously evaluate the appropriateness of the object concerning specific criteria 

(Deephouse and Suchman 2008). Evaluative criteria, in turn, are rooted in institutional structures that 

guide perceptions of appropriateness. Scott’s (2014) widely used framework distinguishes between 

regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive dimensions of institutions. Regulative elements comprise 

formal rules and legal mechanisms enforced by sanctions. Normative elements define what is consid-

ered morally acceptable or expected, including values, obligations, and social roles. Cultural-cognitive 

elements shape how actors understand their world, comprising shared meanings, categories, and 

taken-for-granted assumptions. These dimensions do not operate in isolation but are deeply inter-

twined, with cognitive structures often underpinning normative and regulative systems (Scott 2014).  

Building on work emphasizing institutionalist perspectives in transitions, this paper argues that each 

of the three components – evaluators, object, and criteria – can be institutionalized to a varying de-

gree, including the relation itself (Fuenfschilling 2019). The extent of institutionalization, in turn, has 

an impact on what is assessed in the legitimacy evaluation (see Figure 1), which will be discussed in 

more detail below.  

 

Figure 1 – Relational components of (il)legitimacy evaluations. (Own Figure, based on Deephouse et 

al. 2017; Scott 2014) 
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3.2 Theorizing the effects of institutional complexity on (il)legitimacy evaluations 
Drawing on Weber (1918) foundational work, recent scholarship conceptualizes legitimacy as a multi-

level concept (Haack et al. 2021; Bitektine and Haack 2015), highlighting the differences in legitimacy 

evaluations depending on the degree of institutionalization or stability of the context. According to the 

literature, legitimacy evaluations manifest at three levels: micro-level propriety, meso-level consensus, 

or macro-level validity (Haack et al. 2021; Bitektine and Haack 2015).   

Micro-level evaluations of propriety are based on the individual evaluators’ belief that an object is 

appropriate for a particular social context (Bitektine and Haack 2015). Meso-level evaluation of con-

sensus refers to an agreement between the individual evaluations of propriety (Haack et al. 2021). 

Macro-level evaluations about validity are based on an institutionalized, collective-level perception of 

appropriateness (Bitektine and Haack 2015). Importantly, macro-level validity does not necessarily 

mean that all micro-level propriety evaluations are in agreement. Hence, consensus serves as an inter-

mediate step toward validity, but once legitimacy is institutionalized, consensus is not guaranteed to 

persist over time. In stable institutional contexts, individuals incorporate both their propriety percep-

tions and broader validity beliefs into their evaluations, whereby validity dominates (Bitektine and 

Haack 2015). In institutionally complex contexts, like transitions, there is an increase in institutional 

misalignments (based on different logics and degrees of institutionalization) and the emergence of 

legitimacy gaps.  

The concept of legitimacy gaps originates from organizational institutionalism and can be defined as 

differences between the institutionalized expectations concerning organizational actions and their ac-

tual actions (Lindblom 1994). More broadly, legitimacy gaps refer to incongruities between the object 

of legitimacy and specific legitimacy criteria (Genus and Iskandarova 2020). Typically, they stem from 

changing institutional structures or emerge due to information asymmetries (Islam 2017). Therefore, 

in transitions, they are the natural consequence of increased institutional complexity and concern both 

established socio-technical configurations and innovations. As institutions are actively transformed 

and institutionalized expectations change, objects of legitimacy will always be in some way non-com-

pliant with certain criteria and therefore increasingly trigger legitimacy gaps. 

This has implications for conceptualizing legitimacy evaluations in transitions, as Bitektine and Haack 

(2015) note that in the absence of perceived consensus, actors become skeptical of conflicting legiti-

macy signals and rely more on their individual legitimacy evaluations: “[…] [E]valuators are less trusting 

of the contradictory validity cues that they receive from the environment […] and are therefore more 

likely to rely on their own, independent propriety assessment.” (p. 21) This suggests that evaluations 

about legitimacy in transitions are more fragmented, contextual, and dependent on the ‘micro-level’, 

i.e., concrete situations. Besides the analysis of legitimacy evaluations, this also has implications for 

the aims of legitimating innovations in transitions. 

3.3 Towards analyzing (il)legitimacy constructions in transitions  
As outlined before, in sustainability transitions, where institutional complexity is high and regime struc-

tures are destabilized, validity beliefs are competing, and dominant validity beliefs may be absent. As 

a result, legitimacy evaluations become more individual and fragmented, as different evaluators apply 

different criteria to assess the same object (Bitektine and Haack 2015). Since it may be that neither the 

evaluators, the evaluation criteria, nor the object itself is strongly institutionalized, different evaluators 

may increasingly challenge the (il)legitimacy evaluations of others (Johnson et al. 2006). Although the 

idea of challenging legitimacy has been acknowledged in the literature, it mostly refers to stable insti-

tutional contexts. In stable institutional contexts, challenging means that actors must justify their le-

gitimacy claims by linking them to institutionalized cultural norms and values. As Johnson et al. (2006) 
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note: “[…] actors must construe [the object] as consonant with and linked to the existing, widely ac-

cepted cultural framework of beliefs, values, and norms.” (p. 60)  

However, in transitions, these frameworks are instable due to the ongoing (de)institutionalization pro-

cesses (cf. Section 2.2). As a result, the evaluation, its challenges, and potential responses to them 

cannot be based on valid, highly institutionalized structures, but on fragmented structures that are 

institutionalized to varying degrees (Fuenfschilling 2019). Building on these theoretical insights, it is 

argued here that in the institutionally complex context of transitions, the entire relation between ob-

ject, criteria, and evaluator – when challenged – is increasingly negotiated situationally and more sub-

jectively. As a result, all components and their relationship may become objects of legitimacy evalua-

tions and negotiations.  

Therefore, this paper defines (il)legitimation as the strategic attempt by actors to stabilize, i.e., insti-

tutionalize, a construction of a relationship between an object, criteria, and evaluators that character-

izes the object as (il)legitimate. The following framework (Section 4) builds on this definition, under-

standing (il)legitimation as the creation of legitimate relations rather than an alignment. Actors are 

expected to actively and strategically engage in the legitimation or illegitimation of legitimacy rela-

tions. To conceptualize the underlying dynamics of (il)legitimation in this sense of (il)legitimacy con-

structions, this paper builds on the concept of legitimacy gaps and outlines three actor dynamics in 

relation to them: evaluation, challenging, and response.  

4. Conceptual framework and illustration: (Il)Legitimacy constructions in 
transitions 

Based on the theoretical insights presented above, the analytical framework proposed here conceptu-

alizes the emergence of legitimacy and illegitimacy in transitions as the construction of relations be-

tween evaluators, criteria, and an object. These relations are dynamically constructed and stabilized 

in two interrelated action spaces: the evaluation space and the transformative action space. Figure 2 

illustrates how these spaces interact within the framework. 

Figure 2 – Construction of (il)legitimacy in transitions. (Own Figure) 

On the left side of Figure 2, an evaluation space is formed when evaluators assess an object against 

specific criteria, and thus create a relation that construes the object as legitimate or illegitimate. If this 

evaluation remains unchallenged, as in case (a), it can be considered temporarily stable. However, in 

case (b), the evaluation is challenged, which opens up space for transformative action. 
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When an evaluation is challenged, legitimacy gaps are addressed, which are marked in Figure 2 by 

orange lightning bolts. These gaps are perceived as inappropriateness in the legitimacy evaluation, 

concerning the components or the outcome of a relation. The presence of such gaps creates opportu-

nities, i.e., a space, for transformative action (cf. right side of Figure 2). In this space, actors take on 

the roles of either legitimators or illegitimators, engaging in a dynamic process of challenge and re-

sponse by modifying or reinforcing specific components of the legitimacy relation. Their goal is to ne-

gotiate a consensus about the (il)legitimacy of the relation and thus stabilize the (il)legitimacy evalua-

tion concerning an object. 

The following sections provide a detailed examination of the core dynamics of this framework. Section 

4.1.1 focuses on the process of evaluation, outlining how (il)legitimacy evaluations emerge. Section 

4.1.2 explores the role of challenging, highlighting how legitimacy gaps are exposed and contested. 

Section 4.2 then turns to transformative actions, conceptualizing the mechanisms through which ac-

tors actively reshape (il)legitimacy structures. To illustrate this interplay empirically, each dynamic is 

exemplified in a grey box using the case of legitimacy negotiations surrounding wind turbines in forest 

areas within a wind energy project in Hesse, Germany (cf. Box 1).  

Box 1 │ The case of the Hesse wind energy project 

This case study illustrates the application of the analytical framework through a wind energy 
project in a forested area of Hesse, Germany. The data stems from an ongoing research project 
involving six case studies, with interviews conducted among key stakeholders, including pro-
ject developers, politicians at various levels, ministry representatives, public authorities, asso-
ciations, non-profit organizations, and academics. The interviews were recorded, transcribed, 
and analyzed using qualitative content analysis in MAXQDA (Kuckartz and Rädiker 2023). A list 
of the interviews and interview partners is provided in Annex 1. Annex 2 contains the analysis 
scheme used to code and analyze the illustrative example. 

Germany’s energy transition, the Energiewende, is an example of a more mature sustainability 
transition, characterized by structural changes implemented at multiple levels of society. The 
German government has established institutional frameworks to legitimize certain socio-tech-
nical configurations surrounding renewable energy technologies like wind and solar energy, 
which are central to the transition (Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Klimaschutz BMWK 
2023). Policies such as requiring federal states to allocate 2% of their land for wind energy 
expansion exemplify these efforts (Bundesministerium der Justiz BMJ 2023). However, despite 
these institutional reinforcements, wind energy expansion remains slow, with frequent dis-
putes over concrete wind energy projects. Such (local) debates reveal the complex context of 
ongoing sustainable energy transitions, highlighting institutional misalignments and legitimacy 
gaps. Hence, although laws appear to stabilize validity, in concrete settings such as projects, 
different stakeholders increasingly refer to their own (il)legitimacy evaluations, resulting in 
project-specific constructions of (il)legitimacy. The wind energy project in Hesse exemplifies 
such constructions and the underlying actor dynamics.  

The analyzed project was planned on a state-owned forest area, designated by the responsible 
authority based on a detailed potential site analysis. A well-established, locally anchored pro-
ject developer secured the site through a public bidding process and planned the wind farm 
(seemingly) in compliance with the relevant regulations. Nevertheless, intense debates arose 
during the planning and construction phases, particularly regarding the site selection and the 
treatment of the forest during construction. In the following sections, the applicability of the 
analytical framework is demonstrated based on this case. Here, (il)legitimacy constructions at 
the project-level are examined concerning processes of evaluations, challenges, and trans-
formative actions. 
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4.1 Evaluation space dynamics 
Within the framework for analyzing (il)legitimacy constructions, two key dynamics shape the evalua-

tion space: the process of (il)legitimacy evaluation (Section 4.1.1) and the challenge of those evalua-

tions by other actors (Section 4.1.2). Both are outlined below and illustrated using the empirical exam-

ple of (il)legitimacy constructions from the case study in Box 1. 

4.1.1 (Il)Legitimacy evaluation – Constructing relations 
Legitimacy evaluations involve actors – referred to as evaluators – assessing an object against specific 

criteria to determine its appropriateness within a given social context. In stable systems, these evalu-

ations are highly institutionalized, meaning that the roles of evaluators, the criteria they apply, and the 

expected outcomes of their judgments are well established. As Bitektine and Haack (2015) explain: 

„Institutions control both which norms evaluators should apply in judging propriety and what the final 

expressed judgment should be (validity)” (p. 61). However, as discussed in Section 3.2, in transitions, 

these institutionalized legitimacy frameworks are weakened. As a result, actors are less likely to trust 

established (il)legitimacy relations and instead conduct their own evaluations based on individual cri-

teria. Hence, the process of evaluation – whether conscious or unconscious – is defined here as the 

construction of a relation that frames an object as either legitimate or illegitimate. Therefore, the three 

core components of this relation – the evaluator, the criteria, and the object – are central to analyzing 

(il)legitimacy evaluations. 

Evaluators can be individual or collective actors (e.g., state institutions, regulatory agencies, courts, 

professional bodies, the public, or the media) who assess an object against specific criteria (Deephouse 

et al. 2017). The role of evaluators can be more or less institutionalized, both in stable and instable 

systems. For instance, regulatory agencies or judiciaries are institutionally valid evaluators. The main 

difference between instable and stable systems lies in actors increasingly challenging the legitimacy of 

this evaluation and tending to rely on their own propriety evaluations. Nevertheless, a ‘micro-level’ 

evaluation should also be based on legitimate, i.e., somewhat institutionalized criteria, when attempts 

are made to stabilize them and create a consensus (Deephouse et al. 2017; Scott 2014). Haack et al. 

(2021) suggest that pragmatic criteria, which reflect the evaluator’s interests and strategic considera-

tions (Suddaby et al. 2017), are particularly relevant at the micro-level of legitimacy. However, since 

they are closely tied to the evaluator’s self-interest, it is argued here that these criteria might also be 

more vulnerable to challenges, as they may be evaluated as inappropriate by other actors (cf. Section 

4.1.2). Objects of legitimacy evaluations can include various types of socio-technical configurations, 

such as technologies, infrastructures, policies, or institutional arrangements, which attempt to estab-

lish themselves as part of the emerging sustainable regime. Unlike in stable systems, where innova-

tions must prove their compatibility with an entrenched system, innovations in unstable contexts must 

navigate legitimacy challenges alongside existing structures, all competing to define the new system. 

Box 2 illustrates how the three components interact in legitimacy evaluations in the case study, partic-

ularly in relation to site selection and project implementation. 

Box 2 │ (Il)Legitimacy evaluations in the Hesse wind energy project 

In the case of the Hesse Wind Energy Project, two key (il)legitimacy evaluations played a cen-
tral role in shaping micro-level legitimacy constructions. Both evaluations were conducted by 
institutionalized evaluators, but were later contested, triggering negotiations about the legiti-
macy of these evaluations: 
 

1. Evaluation of site selection (E1) – The designation of the project site as appropriate. 
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2. Evaluation of project implementation (E2) – The assessment of how the project was ex-
ecuted, particularly regarding soil and species protection during construction. 

 
In E1, the object of evaluation was the site selection itself. The key evaluator was a state au-
thority, tasked with designating approximately 2% of the state’s land for wind energy devel-
opment. The role of the authority as evaluator is thus institutionally stabilized. The criteria 
applied stemmed from a potential area analysis, which combined regulatory requirements 
(“hard criteria”) with additional normative and cultural-cognitive factors (“soft criteria”) 
(Int17_Government agency, Pos. 26). Since the analysis was based on established scientific 
methodologies, it was reinforced by cultural-cognitive institutions that uphold the validity of 
scientific knowledge in policy decisions. As a result, the site was initially evaluated as legitimate 
according to the selected criteria (Int17_Government agency, Pos. 8).  
 
In E2, the object of the evaluation is the project implementation, particularly the handling of 
soil and species protection during construction. The initial evaluator was the approval author-
ity, responsible for assessing the construction plan before work commenced. Since approval 
was required before proceeding, this authority’s role as an evaluator was institutionally for-
malized. Once construction began, additional evaluators – such as the soil protection authority 
and the forestry office – monitored compliance with the approved plan (Int22_Citizens’ Initia-
tive, Pos. 104). The primary criteria for legitimacy were the agreements outlined in the con-
struction plan. The evaluations conducted by these authorities deemed the project implemen-
tation legitimate based on adherence to these predefined criteria. 

 

 

4.1.2 Challenging evaluations by highlighting legitimacy gaps 
In sustainability transitions, institutional stability decreases while complexity increases (cf. Section 

2.2). In such contexts, actors become less influenced by established validity cues and rely more on their 

own, situative (il)legitimacy evaluations. This multiplicity of evaluations can lead to significant discrep-

ancies, resulting in actors increasingly challenging the evaluations of others. This framework focuses 

on forms of challenge that question the legitimacy of an evaluation itself by contesting one or more of 

its fundamental components. In these instances, challenging does not merely express disagreement 

but actively disrupts the legitimacy of the evaluation, thereby opening a space for transformative ac-

tion. In the proposed framework, challenging is conceptualized as the process of highlighting and ac-

tively addressing legitimacy gaps within an existing (il)legitimacy evaluation.  

Building on the theoretical foundations discussed in Section 3.2, legitimacy gaps are here defined as 

perceived inconsistencies or deficiencies within an evaluation that render it inappropriate or uncon-

vincing. Importantly, these gaps must themselves be perceived as legitimate, meaning the challenge 

must also be based on legitimate criteria. Thus, the act of challenging involves constructing a new 

(il)legitimacy evaluation – one in which the challenged evaluation is assessed against alternative crite-

ria. As in the initial evaluation process (cf. Section 4.1.1), these criteria may be related to regulative, 

normative, and cultural-cognitive dimensions. The challengers in this framework are referred to as 

illegitimators, as they aim to illegitimize the original (il)legitimacy evaluation (more on this in Section 

4.2).  
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Figure 1 – Challenging (il)legitimacy evaluations by addressing legitimacy gaps in relations. (Own Fig-

ure) 

Challenging can target any of the key components of an evaluation (cf. Figure 4). Hence, illegitimators 

challenge the relation regarding: 

1) Inappropriateness of the criteria in relation. 

2) Inappropriateness of the object (characteristics) considered in relation. 

3) Inappropriateness of the evaluators in relation. 

4) Inappropriateness of the evaluation outcome. 

In all cases, the underlying legitimacy relation is contested because one or more of its components are 

deemed inappropriate. By highlighting legitimacy gaps, challengers seek to demonstrate that the rela-

tion is flawed and should be reconsidered.   
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Box 3 │ Challenging (il)legitimacy evaluations in the Hesse wind energy project 

In the Hesse wind energy project, both key evaluations outlined in Box 2 – E1 (site selection) 
and E2 (project implementation) – were challenged throughout the project course. Various 
actors, including citizen initiatives, political parties, and environmental organizations, acted as 
illegitimators, seeking to delegitimize these evaluations. The legitimacy gaps they highlighted 
in both cases are summarized below. 
 
The evaluation of site selection (E1) was challenged on multiple grounds. The role of the gov-
ernment authorities as evaluators was questioned, as they were perceived to be biased be-
cause the land designated for the project was state-owned. Challengers argued that this cre-
ated a conflict of interest, undermining the legitimacy gap regarding the objectivity of the eval-
uation: “They hoped to earn a decent income from it.” (Int22_Citizens’ Initiative, Pos. 38) Ad-
ditionally, concerns were raised regarding the criteria used in the site selection process, as 
nature and species conservation had not been sufficiently considered, particularly concerning 
the ecological significance of connected forest areas (Int22_Citizens’ Initiative, Pos. 229). Fur-
thermore, the evaluation was criticized for its narrow focus on the areas designated for wind 
turbines while neglecting the land required for access routes, which was seen as a significant 
omission. “This is a nature conservation area and the access road goes through it. Where we 
also thought, they can’t do that, it’s illegal.” (Int22_Citizens’ Initiative, Pos. 176) By drawing 
attention to these legitimacy gaps, illegitimators sought to destabilize the evaluation of the 
site as legitimate. 
 
Similarly, the evaluation of project implementation (E2) was challenged concerning its core 
components. The legitimacy of the evaluators, specifically the government employees respon-
sible for monitoring compliance with the approved construction plan, was contested due to 
perceived bias. Additionally, their expertise was called into question, particularly regarding 
their failure to intervene when construction activities were carried out on frozen ground, 
which raised concerns about soil protection. The criteria used in the evaluation were also chal-
lenged, as existing regulations on soil, water, and species protection were seen as inadequately 
applied or even ignored, allowing construction to proceed despite potential violations. “An 
ecological construction supervision team is responsible for soil protection, and they should have 
said that felling is not allowed when the ground is frozen. And then the nature conservation 
associations immediately filed an urgent complaint.” (Int22_Citizens’ Initiative, Pos. 104)  
 
These challenges led to legal action, as the identified regulatory legitimacy gaps provided a 
basis for taking the case to court. Acting as a new evaluator, the court ultimately ruled in favor 
of the illegitimators, affirming that the consideration of nature and species conservation had 
not been sufficiently addressed in the project’s implementation. This decision resulted in a halt 
to construction, effectively delegitimizing the initial evaluation (E2) and reinforcing the illegit-
imators’ claims (Int18_Project Development, Pos. 92). 
 

 

4.2 Transformative action space dynamics – Stabilization of (il)legitimacy relations 
Challenging an (il)legitimacy evaluation opens a transformative action space, a domain where the ap-

propriateness of the relation and its components are actively negotiated (cf. Figure 5). Within this 

space, actors (corporate, collective, or individual) take on the roles of legitimators or illegitimators, 

working to either reinforce or dismantle the legitimacy of a given evaluation. Hence, legitimation is 

here understood as the stabilization of a relation. This removes the mostly normative connotation of 

legitimation since it can also refer to a relation that constructs an object as illegitimate. 
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Figure 2 – Transformative actions for stabilizing (il)legitimacy relations. (Own Figure) 

Illegitimators aim to illegitimize the original evaluation, regardless of whether it initially evaluated the 

object as legitimate or illegitimate. Their strategy begins with challenging (cf. Section 4.1.2) and, there-

fore, pointing out legitimacy gaps in the evaluation. Legitimators, in contrast, seek to reaffirm the orig-

inal evaluation, either by discrediting the challenge (‘challenging the challenge’) or by closing the legit-

imacy gaps identified. Addressing these gaps requires modifying key components of the evaluation. To 

do so, legitimators mobilize various personal and positional resources – including money, time, exper-

tise, manpower, or social influence – to reinforce the legitimacy of evaluators, criteria, or objects. The 

challenge may not end with the initial response. Illegitimators may further undermine the revised eval-

uation by identifying new legitimacy gaps. Similarly, if their own evaluation is challenged, they may re-

legitimize it by adapting its components, using the same mechanisms of resource mobilization and 

strategic adjustment as the legitimators. 

In the transformative action space, legitimators and illegitimators engage in a dialogue of challenge 

and response. As legitimacy gaps are addressed strategically, the components of relations are negoti-

ated and incrementally stabilized. Hence, this dialogue may lead to a ‘consensus’ or at least the relation 

can no longer be legitimately challenged within the specific context and situation. 

Box 4 │ (Il)Legitimation dynamics in the Hesse wind energy project 

The challenge to E1 (site selection) did not immediately impact the project. The site was auc-
tioned to local project developers, who proceeded with planning despite ongoing disputes 
over its legitimacy. When a few years later (already in the planning process), precisely this area 
was damaged by heat and bark beetles, the evaluators of E1 used this as proof of the legitimacy 
of their relation and criteria (Int17_Government agency, Pos. 42). However, this re-legitima-
tion was again challenged – illegitimators contended that the term “calamity area” was mis-
leading, as the forest ecosystem was regenerating, extending beyond just the affected trees.  
 
The challenge to E2 (project implementation), validated by the court in E2.2, had significant 
long-term consequences. In response, the project developers (acting as legitimators) pursued 
two primary strategies: Closing legitimacy gaps (Strategy 1) and challenging the legitimacy of 
the court’s evaluation (Strategy 2). 
The legitimators reviewed the complaints and took corrective measures to ensure compliance 
with additional criteria. This included erecting protective fences for dormice and expanding 
oversight to guarantee adherence to environmental regulations. In collaboration with evalu-
ating authorities, they strengthened the legitimacy of their evaluation by demonstrating a 
thorough and transparent assessment: “The almost 300 pages of the approval notice alone 
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show that the whole thing was examined in great detail and justified accordingly.” 
(Int26_Land_Ministry, Pos. 7) Further, legitimators contested E2.2 by highlighting legitimacy 
gaps in the court’s decision. They argued that the evaluation was flawed due to incorrect ob-
ject definitions (focusing on access roads rather than the project itself) and the absence of 
legal violations (the referenced regulations did not apply to the case). As one project developer 
explained: “The Hessian building regulations already outline that these access routes do not 
require approval. I’ve been doing wind power for almost 30 years now, and we’ve never needed 
a permit for access roads for wind turbines in this area either.” (Int18_Project_Developer, Pos. 
46) Furthermore, the legitimacy of the judge as an evaluator was questioned. Instead of acting 
objectively, the judge was perceived as obstructing the project for personal reasons, raising 
concerns about judicial independence. 
 
This dispute escalated, prompting intervention from the state government, which amended 
the Hessian building code to explicitly state that access roads for wind turbines and photovol-
taic systems do not require approval: “Politicians have reacted and have introduced an amend-
ment to the Hessian building code, which now clearly states that access routes for wind turbines 
and PV systems do not require a permit.” (Int18_Project_Developer, Pos. 46) While Strategy 1 
had already restored legitimacy to the project implementation, the court ruling E2.2 intro-
duced new criteria that could not be addressed directly. Ultimately, the state government’s 
legal amendment invalidated the contested criteria, thereby legitimizing the project’s contin-
uation. However, while this generated validity, it did not establish consensus. Opponents con-
tinued to challenge the project’s legitimacy, primarily based on E1 (site selection). As one local 
mayor observed: “But the forest is highly emotionally charged. Forest areas, per se, but here in 
this case, particularly. Because it was a very early phase where a counter-position formed and 
formed very strongly, you simply have to say that.” (Int23_Community_Mayor, Pos. 38) 
 
Despite legal and regulatory stabilization, broader negotiations about (il)legitimacy remained 
unresolved, with opposition groups continuing to challenge the project whenever new legiti-
macy gaps were identified.  

 

 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

This paper set out to develop a conceptual framework for analyzing how (il)legitimacy is constructed 

in the complex, dynamic, and often ambiguous institutional environments of sustainability transitions. 

Drawing on recent developments in institutional theory, transition studies, and legitimacy research, 

the paper addresses a growing need to understand legitimation not as a linear process of alignment 

with static institutions but as an active, relational, and contested negotiation that both is shaped by 

institutional complexity and shapes (de)institutionalization incrementally. The paper was guided by 

the question: How is (il)legitimacy constructed within the complex institutional contexts of sustainabil-

ity transitions?  

In response to this question, a framework has been proposed centered on the concept of legitimacy 

gaps – unconformities between socio-technical configurations and (more or less) institutionalized ex-

pectations. These gaps were further conceptualized not as barriers, but as constitutive entry points for 

transformative actions concerning legitimacy negotiations. The framework further conceptualized 

three interrelated actor dynamics – evaluation, challenge, and response – through which (il)legitimacy 

is constructed, contested, and potentially stabilized.  
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This perspective extends dominant assumptions in transition studies, conceptualizing legitimation as 

a process of aligning innovations with prevailing institutional structures. While this ‘alignment’ view 

has helped explain how new technologies and practices become embedded in existing regimes, it tends 

to focus on instable innovation systems aiming to get established in relatively stable institutional en-

vironments (Johnson et al. 2006). In contrast, this paper underlines current work on the institutional 

fluidity and complexity of transitions (Hacker and Binz 2021), arguing that under such conditions, le-

gitimation is not merely a matter of fitting in but of strategically creating legitimate relations. 

5.1 Contributions to legitimacy research  
This paper contributes to the growing body of research at the intersection of sustainability transitions 

and institutional theory in several ways: 

First, it offers a relational and process-oriented framework for analyzing (il)legitimation as processes 

of social construction. Rather than focusing on legitimacy as an outcome or property of innovations 

(Suddaby et al. 2017), the paper shifts the analytical lens to the interactions between objects, evalua-

tive criteria, and actors in a concrete social context. This relational approach captures how legitimacy 

and illegitimacy are constructed through negotiation, contestation, and response within institutionally 

unstable settings (Patala et al. 2019; Johnson et al. 2006). Second, it extends the concept of legitimacy 

gaps, previously addressed in organizational theory (Genus and Iskandarova 2020; Islam 2017) and 

transfers it into the field of transition studies. By distinguishing legitimacy gaps from institutional mis-

alignments more explicitly and grounding them in Scott’s (2014) tripartite institutional dimensions, the 

paper advances a more nuanced understanding of how claims to (il)legitimacy are problematized in 

transition contexts. In particular, it is examined to what extent legitimacy gaps can relate to different 

components of legitimacy relations – the actors, (more or less institutionalized) criteria, the object, or 

the evaluation outcome. This is particularly important in the instable context of transition, as all com-

ponents of socio-technical configurations are part of the change and thus the ongoing (de)institution-

alization processes (Fuenfschilling 2019). Related to this, the framework makes the often abstract idea 

of ‘increased institutional complexity’ in transitions (Hacker and Binz 2021) more concrete and analyt-

ically accessible. Third, it introduces an actor-centric framework that emphasizes situative ‘micro-level’ 

(il)legitimation dynamics. While macro- and meso-level approaches remain essential for understanding 

systemic change, this paper responds to calls for more attention to situated, context-sensitive analysis 

of transition processes (e.g., Binz et al. 2016; Wirth et al. 2013). The dynamics of evaluation, challenge, 

and response provide an analytical lens to examine how (il)legitimacy emerges in concrete socio-tech-

nical contexts. In doing so, the framework also provides a conceptual bridge that enables the analysis 

of the changing structures of institutions in transitions and how they are addressed in concrete situa-

tions. Furthermore, the framework conceives illegitimation as an integral part of social constructions 

of (il)legitimacy relations and (de)institutionalization, thereby responding to calls to conceptualize this 

process more concretely (Dehler-Holland et al. 2022). Finally, the empirical illustration of wind energy 

development in forested areas offers an example of how the framework can be operationalized. It 

demonstrates how conflicting institutional logics, legitimatory ambiguity, and public controversy gen-

erate legitimacy gaps – and how actors respond to them in concrete social settings. 

In sum, this paper contributes to a deeper understanding of the mechanisms behind incremental 

(de)institutionalization processes of socio-technical systems, rather than more radical ones, which are 

often analyzed when examining institutional work.  

5.2 Implications for transitions policy and management 
The framework presented in this paper also has several important implications for both policy and 

management in the context of sustainability transitions. 
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First, it suggests that policy interventions should account for the institutional complexity and legiti-

macy fragmentation that characterize socio-technical transitions. Rather than assuming that imple-

menting new laws and regulations or stakeholder participation models alone will generate support for 

technological or social innovations, policymakers should recognize that different actors may apply di-

vergent evaluative criteria rooted in different institutional logics (e.g., market-based, environmental, 

or civic). Second, the concept of legitimacy gaps offers a conceptual tool for identifying where both 

established and innovative socio-technical configurations may encounter contestation. Policymakers 

and project managers can use this concept to anticipate areas of institutional misalignment – for ex-

ample, when legal frameworks lag behind social norms or when environmental innovations conflict 

with cultural-cognitive expectations. This anticipatory understanding can inform targeted engagement 

strategies, early-stage mediation processes, or iterative governance approaches. Finally, the identifi-

cation of actor dynamics – evaluation, challenge, and response – can guide policy and management 

practices aimed at strengthening the legitimacy of innovations. For example, public agencies and firms 

can design participatory processes that explicitly engage with challenges to legitimacy rather than sup-

pressing or bypassing them.  

In summary, this paper suggests that a great part of transitions includes managing instabilities, which 

requires competent and proactive policy and market actors. By shifting the focus from static alignment 

to dynamic negotiation and management, this paper provides a conceptual basis for designing more 

responsive, inclusive, and adaptive policies in the face of institutional complexity and instability in tran-

sitions. 

5.3 Limitations and areas for future research 
While the framework provides a useful tool for analyzing (il)legitimacy constructions under institu-

tional instability, several limitations remain.  

First, due to the focus on theoretical and conceptual refinement, the empirical underpinning of the 

framework here was limited. Hence, future research should apply and refine the proposed framework 

through in-depth case studies, examining variations in (il)legitimacy construction and stabilization 

strategies, as well as the roles that different actors play. This could involve refining the illustrative 

example teased here, or various other socio-technical configurations in other sustainability transitions. 

Second, although this paper foregrounds strategic agency, it does not fully engage with power asym-

metries and resource inequalities among actors. Future research could explore the role of power asym-

metries and different access to resources in (il)legitimacy constructions more explicitly. Furthermore, 

various theoretical assumptions about (more or less institutionalized) criteria for evaluating and con-

structing (il)legitimacy relations have been put forward here. Among others, the criteria in instable 

contexts may become more individualized but must nevertheless be institutionalized to a certain ex-

tent in order to avoid challenges. On the one hand, it would be interesting to test these theses empir-

ically and, at the same time, gain more insight into the criteria used in different negotiations and by 

whom. Finally, to elaborate further on the idea of institutional complexity and instability, future work 

could explore empirically how legitimacy gaps evolve and in which dimensions they occur.  

5.4 Conclusion 
In sum, this paper contributes to transition research by offering a novel conceptualization of (il)legiti-

mation as relational, situational, and contested dynamics of social construction. By developing a frame-

work grounded in institutional instability, legitimacy gaps, and actor responses, it shifts the focus from 

alignment with stable institutions to the strategic construction of (il)legitimacy under uncertainty. In 

doing so, it opens up new avenues for analyzing how sustainability transitions unfold – not only 

through technologies and policies but in the intersection of structure and agency through evolving 

patterns of meaning, evaluation, and social negotiation. 
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Annex 1 – List of interviewees 

Interview ID Background/ Position of the Interviewee (operation level) 

Int6 Nature Conservation Association (national level) 
Int9 Government agency (federal state level) 

Int17 Government agency (federal state level) 

Int18 Project development organization (project level) 

Int22 Citizens’ initiative (project and community level) 

Int23 Mayor (project and community level) 

Int24 Science (national level) 

Int25 Citizens’ initiative (project and community level) 

Int26 Ministry (federal state level) 

Table 1 – Interviews and background of the interviewees 
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Annex 2 – Analytical scheme  

 Regulative Normative Cultural-cognitive 

Institutional context 
structures 

 

Laws, rules, and regula-
tions regarding the WEP 

e.g., EnWG, EnSiG, Ener-
gieStG, UVPG, KVBG, 
EEG, BImSchG, 
BNatSchG 

(Unconscious) expecta-
tions regarding the WEP 

e.g., Regarding the dif-
ferent actor roles in-
volved, sustainability 
(social, ecological, eco-
nomic), (social) justice 
(inter- and intragenera-
tional, procedural, and 
distributive justice), 
democratic values (par-
ticipation, transparency) 

Shared beliefs, assump-
tions, and understand-
ings regarding the WEP 

e.g., Self-identification 
of the context, basis of 
knowledge and exper-
tise, context-specific tra-
ditions 

Legitimacy Gaps  
= Unconformity of 
WEP or project activi-
ties with institutional 
structures 

Regulative legiti-
macy gap  

e.g., incomplete or 
incorrect nature con-
servation reports 

Normative legitimacy 
gap  

e.g., municipality can-
not participate (finan-
cially) 

Cultural-cognitive legiti-
macy gap  

e.g., a wind farm is not 
integrated into the local 
tourism concept 

(Il)Legitimation 
strategies 

= Project work (Strate-
gic manipulation of 
the WEP or specific 
project activity*) 

& 

Institutional work 
(Strategic manipula-
tion of institutional 
context structures*) 

 

*to enable or stabilize 
an evaluation of the 
project (or a specific 
activity) as legitimate 
or illegitimate 

Regulative project 
work  

e.g., follow-up of 
missing/incorrect ex-
pert reports ( 
Leg.); Legal action 
(lawsuit) against the 
land use plan or the 
project ( Illeg.) 

 

Regulative institu-
tional work  

e.g., introduction of 
new laws that reduce 
( Leg.) or increase 
( Illeg.) the re-
quirements for na-
ture conservation re-
ports  

Normative project 
work  

e.g., offering opportu-
nities for participation 
( Leg.) 

 

 

 

 

Normative institutional 
work  

e.g., organizing to 
spread information on 
issues relating to tech-
nical climate protection 
(e.g., concerns regarding 
the recycling of turbines 
or biodiversity) ( Illeg.) 

Cultural-cognitive pro-
ject work  

e.g., public information 
events to communicate 
the benefits of WEP for 
the community ( Leg.) 

 

 

 

Cultural-cognitive insti-
tutional work  

e.g., promotion of 
(school) education on 
climate change and 
measures ( Leg.) 

 

Table 2 – Institutional context structures, legitimacy gaps, and (il)legitimation strategies of onshore 

wind energy projects (WEP) in Germany. 
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