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ABSTRACT This article diverges from the debate on whether incorporating local hereditary institutions, such
as chiefs in Africa, enhances or diminishes regime legitimacy in areas of limited statehood. In many countries
in the Global South, implementing decentralised governance systems in natural resource management has
enhanced the power of chiefs. To advance our understanding of the associations between these hybrid govern-
ance systems and legitimacy, this article argues that we should broaden the concept of legitimacy and exam-
ine local citizens' perceptions and attitudes. Drawing on extensive fieldwork by the authors, including data
collected through structured face-to-face surveys with over 1000 respondents residing in areas with local her-
editary institutions in South Africa, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe, we provide a framework for understanding
the forms of legitimacy associated with the inclusion of chiefs in the governance of conservation areas. The
results indicate that perceived inclusion of chiefs is associated with a governance process that reflects the
views and concerns of local communities, is inclusive, transparent, and fair, and also demonstrates the sys-
tem’s ability to deliver local benefits. These findings make theoretical contributions to the literature on hybrid
governance and provide valuable empirical insights for developing natural resource management systems in
areas with weak state capacity.

KEYWORDS: Hybrid governance; traditional authorities; output legitimacy; input legitimacy;
throughput legitimacy; great limpopo transfrontier park and conservation area

1. Introduction

In Southern Africa, as in many other parts of the world, natural resource management has
recently shifted from centralised state governance towards greater engagement with local her-
editary institutions, such as chieftaincies in Africa. While some scholars have suggested that col-
laborations between state and chiefs in Africa serve to increase the legitimacy of the
management system in terms of more efficient state governance (Baldwin, 2016; Ndi et al.,
2022; Kapambwe et al., 2019), others have been sceptical about how an increased influence of
non-elected authorities affects legitimacy with regard to their presumed lack of bottom-up
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accountability (Schoneveld & German, 2014; Carlson & Seim, 2020; Mihaylova, 2023;
Muyengwa & Child, 2017; Yeni, 2019; Meagher, 2012; Ncapayi, 2019). We add to this debate
through a study of how different forms of legitimacy are associated with collaborations between
the state and chiefs. We argue that more knowledge is needed concerning how the affected local
communities perceive these hybrid governance systems, particularly in terms of their conse-
quences for the perceived legitimacy of decision-making processes and outputs. Taking a broad
outlook on legitimacy, we are interested in how well the governance system corresponds with
the preferences of local inhabitants. Therefore, this article explores the associations between the
inclusion of chiefs in governance and local perceptions of legitimacy.
We rely on extensive fieldwork in frontier areas of South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique,

and focus on the case of governance of conservation areas. This is a relevant policy area, as the sector
has moved from a state-centered system to a decentralised governance system, or ‘co-management.’
However, chiefs’ roles in these governance structures vary and are debated among scholars and prac-
titioners. We analyse survey data collected by the authors in the field between December 2022 and
December 2023, consisting of more than 1000 respondents from 40 villages with chieftaincy systems.
The data provide accounts of how local inhabitants perceive the governance of the transnational con-
servation area – the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park and Conservation Area (GLTFCA) – one of
the world’s oldest and most well-known transnational conservation areas.
Our results suggest that local inhabitants perceive that the inclusion of chiefs in the govern-

ance system is associated with governance that reflects their views and concerns, that is trans-
parent and fair, and that brings them socio-economic benefits. This study makes both
theoretical and empirical contributions to the literature. It stresses the importance of a broad
outlook on legitimacy in the study of hybrid governance, as different processes within the same
governance system can be perceived to hold various levels of legitimacy. By focusing on the per-
ceptions of local inhabitants, the study advances how people’s understanding of who influences
a governance system relates to their perceptions of legitimacy. Empirically, the study speaks to
the ongoing efforts of governments to enhance the legitimacy of their governance of natural
resources and to the prospects for hybrid governance in this endeavour.

2. Hybrid governance and legitimacy

Indisputably, legitimacy is a fundamental concept in social and political science. It has an intim-
ate, both empirical and normative, relationship with political authority; as an explanatory fac-
tor behind regime performance and as a necessary trait for political actors who aspire to avoid
being ousted through elections or revolutions (Lipset, 1981); as a requirement for voluntary
support and compliance within new governance regimes (Levi, 1988; Ostrom, 2005); but also as
creating a normative right of governments to expect obedience from its citizens when exercising
its power (Buchanan, 2002). Because of this, public authorities continuously strive to increase
public perceptions of their legitimacy and that of their institutions through various sources.
By decreasing the influence of elected representatives and instead including stakeholders such as

local communities and -authorities, non-governmental organisations, and businesses in the decision-
making processes, the expectation is that collective decisions will enjoy a higher level of external and
internal legitimacy and thus be more readily accepted and complied with by both members of the
public as well as directly affected stakeholder-groups (e.g., Purdy, 2012). Although empirical evidence
on the legitimacy-effects of stakeholder participation is somewhat inconclusive (e.g. Mohedano
Rold�an et al., 2019), decentralised forms of governance build on the assumption that the inclusion of
local stakeholders will increase legitimacy overall as they offer a broader form of representation, take
local interests and knowledge into account in the decision-making processes, and constitute a new
venue for stakeholder deliberations and learning across interests (e.g., Buelow et al., 2025; Jagers
et al., 2018; Plummer et al., 2012; Carlsson & Berkes, 2005; Dietz et al., 2003; McLaverty & Halpin,
2008; Sabatier & Weible, 2005).
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While decentralised governance systems are found worldwide, they are particularly wide-
spread in areas with limited state presence and other authorities, such as indigenous leaders,
rebel groups, churches, or non-governmental organisations, are filling the role of primary
authority and service provider. These frontier areas are characterised by the fact that both state
and non-state actors aspire to control people and resources (Wenner, 2021; Boege et al., 2008a,
2008b; Meagher, 2012; Kao et al., 2021; Mihaylova, 2023). The delivery of collective goods
thus involves both actor types. It often depends on a hybridised form of governance where the
state system interacts with other governance systems with their own rules and customs. As with
other forms of decentralised governance, hybrid governance thus commonly entails a shift in
decision-making and implementation power horizontally and vertically. Whereas the latter sug-
gests a scaling down of management and control from central governmental agencies to local
authorities, significantly closer to the resource being managed, the former means that other
informal authorities are included in the processes alongside the public officials and experts of
the formal state system. This article focuses on hybrid governance systems between state and
local hereditary institutions in Sub-Saharan Africa.
In Sub-Saharan African states, hybrid governance systems often include local hereditary institu-

tions such as chiefs, authorities that inherit their power and whose responsibilities may consist of rais-
ing taxes, performing rituals and ceremonies, holding civil courts, and managing land (Balasuriya,
2023; Honig, 2017; Winters & Conroy-Krutz, 2021; Meriggi & Bulte, 2018). Over the last decades,
the role of chiefs in Sub-Saharan Africa has changed drastically. From being excluded by govern-
ments at the beginning of the post-colonial era, they are now being included in state governance to a
greater extent, especially in frontier areas (Funder et al., 2018; Holzinger et al., 2016; Baldwin, 2016;
De Kadt & Larreguy, 2018; Logan, 2013). This development is the result of the decentralised govern-
ance-trend, but it is also an attempt by state authorities to increase their authority and legitimacy in
areas where they lack administrative control (Kyed et al., 2006; Comaroff & Comaroff, 2018). For
example, Comaroff and Comaroff (2018: 27–28) argue that chiefs have become “a critical resource for
national political elites, who appropriated their prestige and popularity, avowing respect for “tradition”
in order to buttress their own legitimacy (…)”. At the same time, chiefs borrow state symbols to
increase their legitimacy amongst local inhabitants (Williams, 2010). Hence, when the political order
combines symbolic sources from the state and the chieftaincy, its legitimacy becomes as hybrid as its
authority (Wenner, 2021).
Recent literature that has studied the interactions of state and chiefs in Sub-Saharan Africa

has portrayed hybrid governance as a rather well-functioning governance system by illustrating
that the involvement of chiefs in governance may positively relate to collective action (Goist &
Kern, 2018); peace and conflict resolution (Silver, 1981; Mustasilta, 2019; Goodfellow &
Lindemann, 2013); as well as public goods provision (Baldwin, 2019). Indeed, the legitimacy of
a governance system could be formally evaluated by examining who is involved or to what
extent it delivers public goods. In doing so, legitimacy is defined as objectively determined, mor-
ally justifiable, and therefore acceptable when it conforms to a predetermined set of normative
criteria. Evaluating legitimacy through this formal approach involves determining whether the
standard is met. However, critics of this formal/normative approach to legitimacy argue that it
focuses exclusively on drawing up guidelines for when a governance system should be consid-
ered legitimate, not when it really is (Beetham, 1991; Karlsson, 2001). The formal/normative
definition thereby fails to capture the actual perceptions and attitudes of citizens (Black, 2008).
Although hybrid governance is based on the interactions between two authorities, its legitimacy

also depends heavily on the relationship between the rulers and the ruled (Williams, 2010; Wenner,
2021; Meagher, 2012). For hybrid governance arrangements where the set of actors involved in deci-
sion-making, implementation, and enforcement is widened to include both formal state and informal
non-state actors (cf. Sotirov et al., 2017; Secco et al., 2011; Berkes, 2009; Plummer & FitzGibbon,
2004), leaving the narrow conceptualisation of legitimacy as a quality only evaluated on the input
side of the political system is reasonable. In this article, we define legitimacy as “a generalized
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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). Thereby, under-
standing legitimacy as a two-way, reciprocal connection between the governance system and those
subordinated to it. As the influence of elected representatives in the governance system declines and
stakeholders, such as chiefs, who often lack formal roles in the state system, are granted influence,
public perceptions of inclusion, interaction, and procedures, as well as of the performance of the gov-
ernance system, become especially important.
We argue that legitimacy in this context should be evaluated as a three-part concept, where public

perceptions of what the system delivers in terms of outputs is complemented by also considering the
perceived qualities of the input, i.e., the incorporation of citizen concerns in the setting up and design
of the governance system, as well as the perceived quality of the throughput, i.e., the transparency and
procedural fairness of the governance system (Schmidt, 2020; Scharpf, 2009). Each of the three
aspects of legitimacy has specific dynamics and characteristics that, in themselves, may be both neces-
sary and sufficient conditions for legitimacy. Still, their causal relationships are not evident in the
sense that well-devised procedures in the input and throughput phases are not a guarantee for deliver-
ing sound outputs that are publicly beneficial (Van Tatenhove, 2008). Nor is the latter a guarantee
for the former. Furthermore, merely delivering on promises might not be enough for a system to be
deemed legitimate, in the case that qualities of the input and/or the throughput are valued higher by
the public. However, in some instances, delivering outputs in accordance with expectations or prom-
ises can be highly decisive for the legitimacy and survival of a regime. This is, for example, the case in
many rentier states where delivering wealth to its citizens supersedes demands for regime change and
democratisation (e.g. Ross, 2001). Also, the opposite may hold true. According to Davies’ (e.g. 1971)
J-curve hypothesis on revolutions, a failure to deliver according to expectations leads to growing
social unrest and, ultimately, revolution.
Identifying the throughput phase as something distinct from the input side, and thus granting

questions on the inclusion and engagement of local governance systems throughout the imple-
mentation stages, is linked to the suggested transition from government to (decentralised) gov-
ernance as a legitimacy-inducing tool (Wallner, 2008; Parkinson, 2003; McLaverty & Halpin,
2008; Black, 2008; Montpetit, 2008). The overall question is whether the move from a formal
system of government, which focuses on the participation of national and local state author-
ities, to a decentralised hybrid governance system that includes chiefs will increase public per-
ceptions of the system as legitimate, and in which aspects.

3. Analysing the legitimacy of hybrid governance in conservation

This article explores the associations between the inclusion of chiefs in governance and local
perceptions of legitimacy in areas where authorities other than the state are often regarded as
the main providers of goods and services (Titeca et al., 2020; Simpson & Pellegrini, 2022;
Unks, 2022), and where decentralised governance has become the norm in recent decades:
conservation areas. Specifically, the focus lies on the governance of a transnational conserva-
tion area, The Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park and Conservation Area (GLTFCA). The
conservation area was founded in 2002 and is a collaboration between South Africa,
Zimbabwe, and Mozambique. Transnational conservation areas, or transnational protected
areas (TPAs), such as the GLTFCA, are established to enable countries to govern biodiversity
and wildlife collectively. They are built on agreements between countries to come together to
govern natural resources that span over national borders, with the primary goal of linking
ecosystems to hinder biodiversity loss. Additional goals with TPAs are often socio-economic
development both for the region and the local communities in the area and, regional peace
and stability. They play a significant role in global conservation projects, and the
International Union for Conservation of Nature (ICUN) has long encouraged their establish-
ment (Ferreria, 2006). The popularity of TPAs has grown enormously in the last decades
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(B€uscher & Schoon, 2009). As the leading continent in the world with TPAs involving three
(or more) countries, Africa has proved to be a key area for developing these conservation pro-
grams (Ferreria, 2006; Duffy, 2006).
Due to global development efforts advocating community participation in natural resource

management, there has been an increased effort towards decentralisation of natural resource
management in Africa (Bhatasara et al., 2013), and the need for participation of local inhabi-
tants to improve conservation is nowadays generally the norm (Petursson et al., 2011).
However, the question of how to include chiefs in the governance of conservation areas is
still debated. There are often no clear policy recommendations or governance structures
regarding the role of chiefs in local state governance (Balasuriya, 2023) and development
practitioners have lately stressed the need for more knowledge and support (Rodden &
Wibbels, 2019). The GLTFCA is a collaboration among three countries in which the position
of chiefs has increased their formal power over the last decades (Kyed et al., 2006; Buthelezi
& Vale, 2019; Chigwata, 2016). Previous studies have demonstrated that chiefs are essential
to the park’s governance in all three countries, particularly within informal structures
(Dahlberg, 2024; Dahlberg & Sandstr€om, 2024). The hybrid governance arrangements, how-
ever, vary. Literature has illustrated that there are park authorities that bring in chiefs as
advisers to increase legitimacy, but also suggested that hybrid governance arrangements with
chiefs might lead to corruption, personal rule, and elite capture by traditional authorities
(Dahlberg & S€oderberg, 2024; Sj€ostedt & Linell, 2021; Muyengwa & Child, 2017). Thus,
there are several uncertainties regarding the consequences of hybrid governance, especially
regarding how local inhabitants perceive these systems and how they relate to perceptions of
legitimacy.

3.1. Hybrid governance and output legitimacy

Hybrid governance arrangements between state authorities and chiefs could improve local per-
ceptions of output legitimacy by enabling local inhabitants to view involved chiefs as advocates
for conservation programs. The literature shows that when chiefs endorse rules, they can facili-
tate state policy, as compliance is more likely when they do so (Baldwin, 2016; Ndi et al., 2022;
Kita, 2019; Kapambwe et al., 2019). Local inhabitants could thus view chiefs’ involvement in
conservation management as a stand against poaching, leading to perceptions of improved bio-
diversity protection (Boege et al., 2008b; Mustasilta, 2019; Goodfellow & Lindemann, 2013;
Njaya, 2007). Beyond mitigating biodiversity loss, conservation programs often promise to
benefit local communities socio-economically through, for example, job creation, economic
benefits from conservation, or financial compensation for crop or livestock losses caused by
wildlife. Local communities’ perceptions that the regime’s outputs will benefit them socio-eco-
nomically might thus also increase with the inclusion of authorities closest to local inhabitants
in the governance system. Given this previous track-record for hybrid governance systems, we
suggest that the inclusion of chiefs is sufficient for perceptions of improved outputs to arise,
regardless of the actual performance of the system. Hence, to analyse output legitimacy, we
have formulated two hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: A governing system in conservation that includes chiefs is perceived to deliver in line
with its promises regarding a) conservation and b) socio-economic benefits for local communities
(Output legitimacy).

3.2. Hybrid governance and input legitimacy

We posit that hybrid governance can positively influence perceptions of input legitimacy as such sys-
tems bring together authorities holding diverse, and at times opposing, views to engage in negotiation
and deliberation. Hybrid governance thus has the potential to foster greater understanding among
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actors with differing perspectives and to facilitate the harmonisation of their interests. By allowing the
representation of a different set of interests, the rules of the governance system are more likely to be
perceived by local inhabitants as incorporating alternative preferences and perceptions, thereby
enhancing perceptions of input legitimacy. The involvement of local stakeholders, such as chiefs, in
decentralised decision-making processes may enable perceptions that local knowledge and under-
standing are integrated and applied, leading to rules that are perceived to be more contextually appro-
priate (e.g., Pinkerton, 1989; Ostrom, 1990; Plummer & FitzGibbon, 2004; Carlsson & Berkes, 2005)
and, consequently, more legitimate.

Hypothesis 2: A governing system in conservation that includes chiefs is perceived to reflect the
views and concerns of the local inhabitants (Input legitimacy).

3.3. Hybrid governance and throughput legitimacy

Allowing for chiefs and already available informal governance structures that are both close to
and well known by the local inhabitants to be integrated could, furthermore, increase trust in
the system and thereby affect perceptions of its throughput legitimacy in a positive direction.
Local customary legal institutions have a tradition of dealing with land disputes, and previous
studies have illustrated how these systems can assist park authorities in matters of poaching
(Dahlberg & Sandstr€om, 2024; Ntuli et al., 2019; Ntuli et al., 2022; Sj€ostedt & Linell, 2021).
Therefore, local inhabitants may perceive these institutions as fairer and more effective than
formal legal institutions (Winters & Conroy-Krutz, 2021). As hereditary institutions are often
perceived as the governance system that best reflects local circumstances and culture, the inclu-
sion of chiefs in formal institutions could be seen as a requirement for good governance
(Koenane, 2018). Local inhabitants may, by the same token, perceive the regime as more trans-
parent and accountable if the local institutions are incorporated into the formal ones.

Hypothesis 3: A governance process in conservation that includes chiefs is perceived as transparent
and fair (Throughput legitimacy).

4. Data collection

The study recruited 1108 households in the GLTFCA. The survey had 322 respondents from
Zimbabwe, 374 from South Africa, and 412 from Mozambique in 40 villages with traditional
authorities located inside or on the border areas of the National Parks, which is focused on
exploring local perceptions of the governance of the conservation areas. The authors conducted
the survey through face-to-face structured interviews in three rounds, one per country. The first
round was held in December 2022 in South Africa, the second in July 2023 in Zimbabwe, and
the third and final round in December 2023 in Mozambique.
To ensure that the data collection procedure followed sound practices consistent with ethical

social sciences standards, the questionnaire underwent a rigorous evaluation exercise by the
Ethics Committee in the Faculty of Commerce at the University of Cape Town. The study
recruited and trained undergraduate and postgraduate students from local communities in the
GLTFCA as enumerators for primary data collection. For more information about the proto-
cols followed before data collection, the enumerator recruitment, and, training, please refer to
Appendix A1. The researchers applied for research permits from the responsible authorities in
South Africa, Zimbabwe, and Mozambique. Permission to enter the communities and conduct
interviews was finally granted by the chiefs and village heads accountable for the local manage-
ment structures on the ground.
Household sampling was conducted in two steps using a systematic random sampling procedure.

First, the household list was used to compute a sampling interval. The household list captured the
head of the household in each community. Households not on the list were verified, added to the
sample, and recruited. The sampling interval was computed by dividing the population size in each
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community by the desired sample size in that community. The number of sampled households from
each community was calculated as a proportion of the total sample size in each country.
Second, respondents randomly chose a starting point and direction from the centre of the

community by tossing a coin and a six-sided die simultaneously. The starting point was selected
if the coin landed on heads while the numbers 1–4 on the die represented North, West, South,
and East directions. The enumerator moved to a different household if the coin landed on its
tail and the numbers 5 or 6 appeared on the die. Once the direction and a starting point had
been identified, the enumerator would skip n households to select the following respondent.
This process would continue until either the required sample size was achieved, or all house-
holds were exhausted in that direction. If households were exhausted in one direction, the enu-
merator would move to a new location and start the process again. Enumerators were spaced
sufficiently to avoid path collisions. The same sampling method was used in all three countries.
This approach was implemented in all countries to ensure consistency in the sampling proced-
ure and a demographically representative sample of the households.
Simple random sampling is challenging in African communities due to the arrangement of

rural households, which requires innovation. Often, a sampling frame is unavailable in rural
communities, and new households emerge during the fieldwork, complicating the sampling pro-
cess. An initial sampling frame listing households in each community was generated with help
from local authorities, including district-level government structures, municipalities, chiefs, and
village heads, where appropriate. The use of simple random sampling based on the sampling
frame, although methodologically robust, was constrained by the survey budget, given the large
communities in the GLTFCA and the spatial distribution of households, which made it finan-
cially and logistically challenging to implement a fully randomised sampling approach. As a
result, the sampling strategy had to balance methodological rigour with practical feasibility,
ensuring adequate representation while remaining within the study’s resource constraints.

5. Variables

As chiefs are seldom formally involved in the governance of conservation areas in Sub-Saharan
Africa, and our focus is on local perceptions, we explore hybrid governance through the per-
ceived influence of chiefs. For the inclusion of chiefs, we use three items to create an index
(Cronbach’s alpha¼ 0,76): “According to your opinion, how much influence do the following
actors have over the management of the park?”; “According to your opinion, how much influ-
ence do the following actors have on the creation of the rules of the park? (The traditional lead-
ers).”; and “According to your opinion, how much influence do the following actors have on
the enforcement of the rules of the park? (The traditional leaders)” (response range 1¼Not at
all 2¼To a limited extent 3¼To some extent 4¼To a great extent).
To nuance how legitimacy is associated with hybrid governance, we study three aspects of

legitimacy: output, input, and throughput. To answer hypothesis 1a: A governing system in con-
servation that includes chiefs is perceived to deliver in line with its promises regarding conserva-
tion, we use: “The Park has had a positive effect on the number of animals in the park” and
“The Park has had a positive effect on the environment in the park.” (Cronbach’s alpha¼ 0.87).
For hypothesis 1b: A governing system in conservation that includes chiefs is perceived to deliver
in line with its promises regarding socio-economic benefits to local communities, we used the item:
“The Park has had a positive effect on the economic situation for me and my family”. For
hypothesis 2: A governing system in conservation that includes chiefs is perceived to reflect the
views and concerns of the local inhabitants we rely on two survey items: “According to you, are
the rules of the park clear and understandable for ordinary people?” and “Overall, I support
the rules of the park.” (Cronbach’s alpha¼ 0.72). Lastly, hypothesis 3: A governance process in
conservation that includes chiefs is perceived as transparent and fair is measured through the
three following survey items: “The process of decision-making is transparent.”; “The

Include Chiefs, Increase Legitimacy? 7



enforcement of the park rules is impartial.” and; “In your opinion, are the people monitoring
the park held accountable for their actions?” (Cronbach’s alpha¼ 0.70). For all legitimacy
items, the response range is 1¼Disagree completely, 2¼Disagree, 3¼Neither agree nor dis-
agree, 4¼Agree, 5¼Agree completely.
To compare the associations between hybrid governance, in which chiefs are included, with a

formal system of governance, we have also tested how the perceived inclusion of national and
local government in the governance of GLTFCA is associated with perceived legitimacy. We
created two indexes named perceived inclusion of national government (Cronbach’s
alpha¼ 0.74) and perceived inclusion of local government (Cronbach’s alpha¼ 0.70) based on
the same items as for the index of perceived inclusion of chiefs. We tested the associations with
the indexes created for legitimacy (see the section above). For all analyses, we make use of three
control variables that capture socio-economic factors: gender, age, and years of education (for
descriptive statistics of these variables, see Appendix A2 Table A1).

6. Results

We apply Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to estimate the associations between the
inclusion of chiefs in governance and local perceptions of legitimacy (see Table 1). The first
model indicates that local inhabitants do not perceive that the inclusion of chiefs in governance
relates to conservation. This model on output legitimacy is not statistically significant. The
coefficient is positive but has a p-value exceeding .05; therefore, we cannot conclude that a sig-
nificant association exists. However, model two shows that local inhabitants perceive that the
inclusion of chiefs in the governance system is positively associated with socio-economic bene-
fits for local communities (significant at p< 0.001). The association suggests that moving one
step on the scale of perceived inclusion of chiefs is, on average, associated with a 0.24 change in
perceptions that the governing system benefits local inhabitants socio-economically. The third
model holds that local inhabitants perceive that the perceived inclusion of chiefs in the govern-
ance system is positively associated with perceptions of a governance system that reflects the
views and concerns of local communities (input legitimacy). The coefficient is statistically sig-
nificant (p< 0.001), and its magnitude indicates that one scale step towards increased inclusion
tends to correspond to a positive change of 0.27 in our input legitimacy index. The fourth
model follows the same trend: local inhabitants’ perceptions about the inclusion of chiefs are
positively associated with the governance process being perceived as transparent and fair

Table 1. Association between the perceived inclusion of traditional authorities and legitimacy1

The governance
system benefits
conservation

(output legitimacy)

The governance
system benefits

local communities
(output legitimacy)

The governance
system reflects the

views and
concerns of local
communities

(input legitimacy)

The governance
system is

transparent, and
fair (throughput

legitimacy)

Perceived inclusion −0.011
(0.035)

0.264���
(0.041)

0.276���
(0.034)

0.252���
(0.029)

Controls � � � �
Country FE � � � �
Constant 3.792���

(0.180)
1.798���
(0.201)

2.935���
(0.176)

2.551���
(0.150)

N 1108 1108 1108 1108
R2 0.195 0.083 0.343 0.235

Comment: OLS regression (unstandardised coefficients, standard errors in parentheses). ���p< 0.001.
Regression coefficients from OLS regressions include control variables age, gender, and education.
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(throughput legitimacy). This model suggests that moving one step on the scale of perceptions
of chiefs’ inclusion is, on average, associated with a 0.25 increase in perceptions of throughput
legitimacy (significant at p< 0.001).
Three indicators are statistically significant, with associations ranging from 0.25 to 0.27. Also, the

variance explained by the models varies somewhat. Whereas the perceived inclusion, along with con-
trols and country-fixed effects, explains more than 34% of the variation in input legitimacy, the share
of explained variance drops to around 24% for throughput. For outputs on benefits to local com-
munities, the explained variance is 8%. Although relatively low, these numbers are not unexpected, as
explanations of social phenomena are often complex and depend on various factors. Nevertheless,
they show that perceived inclusion of chiefs in governance constitutes a non-negligible driver of per-
ceived legitimacy. Overall, these tests tell us that the local inhabitants in our study perceive that the
inclusion of chiefs in the governance of the GLTFCA relates to input, throughput, and output legit-
imacy in terms of socio-economic benefits to local communities.
When we study how the perceived inclusion of national government in the governance system

(Table 2), our model shows that such perceptions are associated with conservation (significant at

Table 2. Association between the perceived inclusion of national government and legitimacy2

The governance
system benefits
conservation

(output legitimacy)

The governance
system benefits

local communities
(output legitimacy)

The governance
system reflects the

views and
concerns of local
communities

(input legitimacy)

The governance
system is

transparent, and
fair (throughput

legitimacy)

Perceived inclusion 0.331���
(0.048)

−0.125 �
(0.058)

−0.010
(0.049)

−0.016
(0.042)

Controls � � � �
Country FE � � � �
Constant 2.611���

(0.228)
2.883���
(0.275)

3.650���
(0.233)

3.231���
(0.200)

N 1108 1108 1108 1108
R2 0.228 0.053 0.306 0.185

Comment: OLS regression (unstandardised coefficients, standard errors in parentheses). ���p< 0.001.
Regression coefficients from OLS regressions include control variables age, gender, and education.

Table 3. Association between the perceived influence of local government and legitimacy3

The governance
system benefits
conservation

(output legitimacy)

The governance
system benefits

local communities
(Output

legitimacy)

The governance
system reflects the

views and
concerns of local
communities

(input legitimacy)

The governance
system is

transparent, and
fair (throughput

legitimacy)

Perceived inclusion 0.271���
(0.050)

0.109
(0.060)

−0.007
(0.511)

0.066
(0.043)

Controls � � � �
Country FE � � � �
Constant 2.829���

(0.233)
2.152���
(0.270)

3.640���
(0.237)

2.944���
(0.202)

N 1108 1108 1108 1108
R2 0.216 0.052 0.306 0.186

Comment: OLS regression (unstandardised coefficients, standard errors in parentheses). ���p< 0.001.
Regression coefficients from OLS regressions include control variables age, gender, and education.
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p< 0.001). The association suggests that, on average, one step in this scale shift towards greater per-
ceived inclusion is associated with a 0.33 increase in the positive side of our index of conservation.
Although the explanatory rate is only 5%, we also note that the inclusion of national governments in
the governance of the GLTFCA is associated with a negative coefficient of 0.12, indicating that there
are no perceived socio-economic benefits for local communities in the area. The coefficients measur-
ing the perceived influence of the national government on input and throughput legitimacy, however,
are not significant. The correlates are illustrated in Table 2.
Our last model, which studies the inclusion of a decentralised governance system that includes the

local government, shows a similar association with the national government and conservation (Table
3). With a positive change of 0.27, the inclusion of local governments shows a significant positive
association with conservation (p< 0.001). The coefficients measuring whether local inhabitants per-
ceive that the inclusion of local government is associated with socio-economic benefits, input legitim-
acy, and throughput legitimacy, however, are not significant.

7. Discussion and conclusion

Our study has explored how decentralised governance systems that include chiefs relate to local
perceptions of legitimacy in frontier areas. While some scholars assume that hybrid governance,
in general, increases the legitimacy of a governance system, others have suggested that systems
that include non-elected hereditary institutions instead may lead to decreased legitimacy. Few
studies, however, have explored local perceptions of different aspects of legitimacy.
Focusing on conservation management in the Great Limpopo Transfrontier Park and

Conservation Area, our analysis indicates that the perceived inclusion of chiefs in a governance
system is positively associated with input legitimacy - a governance process that reflects the
views and concerns of local communities and throughput legitimacy – a governance process
that is transparent and fair, thus verifying two of our three hypotheses. Further enhancing the
concept of legitimacy, we find that the positive associations also hold for the system’s perceived
ability to deliver socio-economic benefits to local communities. However, we do not see a sig-
nificant association between perceived outputs and conservation. The fact that the role of chiefs
in the governance system does not improve perceptions of more efficient biodiversity protection
could be an indication that local inhabitants do not perceive that it lies in the interest of chiefs
to push for the conservation policy agenda, or that their ability to make a fundamental change
in this regard is perceived as limited. To some extent these results contradict previous studies
that have demonstrated that hybrid governance systems that include African chiefs increase the
delivery of public goods. The result does not indicate that formal state governance of the
GLTFCA is perceived as illegitimate; instead, both local and national institutions are under-
stood to enhance outcome legitimacy in terms of conservation. Illustrating the critical role state
institutions are perceived to play in biodiversity protection. However, the fact that formal state
institutions at the national or local level do not improve perceptions of the system’s fairness,
transparency, and inclusiveness, as nor enhance socio-economic benefits, speaks to the impor-
tance of a hybrid governance system to improve overall legitimacy in the GLTFCA.
Scholars of formal or normative legitimacy could argue that citizens’ perception of a govern-

ance system as legitimate, whether based on perceived inclusion of hereditary authorities or
otherwise, does not make the system legitimate. Conversely, we believe that whether a govern-
ance system is legitimate lies in the views of the governed, not in a predetermined, normative
model developed in and for Western liberal democracies. For studies placed in contexts outside
of the Global North, instead relying on a social (Karlsson, 2001), empirical (Tsakatika, 2005),
or functionalist (Jachtenfuchs, 1995) definition of legitimacy based on the perceptions of those
subject to the system in question, is of key importance. On the same note, there is always a risk
that respondents interpret survey questions in unintended ways. In our study, we cannot, for
example, be sure that the respondents distinguish between the park as a physical location and
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its governance. To avoid an “existence bias” in which respondents in this study perceive that
the mere existence of a national park indicates good conservation, we have focused on percep-
tions of outcome-based legitimacy variables. Finally, perceived influence does not reflect de
facto influence. However, as we are interested in what people think about these systems, we are
confident that observational data can help us understand the associations between perceived
influence and legitimacy. These assumptions should be further studied so that causal relations
between our variables can be explored, preferably through experiments or studies on material
differences and perceptions.
This article has focused on how the perceived inclusion of chiefs is associated with the per-

ceived legitimacy of conservation management in a specific sub-Saharan Africa region.
However, the findings are relevant for scholars and development practitioners who wish to
study and develop natural resource governance systems in other settings where local hereditary
institutions exist. Hereditary institutions may lack legitimacy from a liberal democratic perspec-
tive, mainly because they are not elected leaders who can be outvoted for poor performance. By
broadening the understanding of legitimacy, our study has, nevertheless, demonstrated that her-
editary institutions add more than symbolic value to a governance system in the eyes of local
inhabitants. Thus, rather than being limited to a tool for state institutions to increase their own
legitimacy in areas of limited statehood, our study suggests that including chieftaincies in gov-
ernance may be associated with perceptions of more legitimate conservation management.

Notes

1. We performed several diagnostic tests on these models. Regarding multicollinearity, our explanatory variables do
not have problematic internal correlations (the VIF values are below standard thresholds). We include country
dummies, such as fixed effects (FE) models, to hold national factors not primarily of interest in this analysis
constant.

2. We performed several diagnostic tests on these models. Regarding multicollinearity, our explanatory variables do
not have problematic internal correlations (the VIF values are below standard thresholds). We include country
dummies, such as fixed effects (FE) models, to hold national factors not primarily of interest in this analysis
constant.

3. We performed several diagnostic tests on these models. Regarding multicollinearity, our explanatory variables do
not have problematic internal correlations (the VIF values are below standard thresholds). We include country
dummies, such as fixed effects (FE) models, to hold national factors not primarily of interest in this analysis
constant.
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Appendix A1

Data collection

The study recruited undergraduate and postgraduate students from the communities to serve as enumer-
ators to collect primary data in the GLTFCA. The same enumerators were used in all communities and
countries to reduce enumerator bias while at the same time increasing data quality, accuracy, and effi-
ciency. The enumerators were trained for three days before they practiced with actual respondents. On
the first day, the enumerators reviewed the research instruments, discussing each question thoroughly to
understand the rationale behind it so they could ask it in the local language. During the second and
third days, enumerators took turns asking each other questions to familiarise themselves with the ques-
tionnaire and questions. On the third day, a pilot study was conducted in each country for enumerator
training. The enumerators were allowed to go into the field to practice with actual respondents. The
researchers and enumerators discussed what was transpired in the field on the final training day and
adjusted the instrument accordingly. Once the researchers were satisfied with the instrument’s progress
and applicability across different contexts, the fieldwork began.

A2. Descriptive statistics

Table A1. Distributions of variables

Variables Scale Min Max Mean N

Independent variables
Perceived influence of chiefs 1 (Not at all) to 4 (To a great extent) 1 4 2.8 1108
Perceived influence of the local
government

1 (Not at all) to 4 (To a great extent) 1.3 4 3.5 1108

Perceived influence of the
national government

1 (Not at all) to 4 (To a great extent) 1 4 3.5 1108

Dependent variables
The governance system
benefits conservation (Output
legitimacy)

1 (Disagree completely) to 5 (Agree
completely)

1 5 3 1108

The governance system
benefits local communities
(Output legitimacy)

1 (Disagree completely) to 5 (Agree
completely)

1 5 2.5 1108

The governance process
reflects views and concerns of
local communities (Input
legitimacy)

1 (Disagree completely) to 5 (Agree
completely)

1 5 3.1 1108

The governance process is
transparent, and fair
(Throughput legitimacy)

1 (Disagree completely) to 5 (Agree
completely)

1 5 2.9 1108

Control variables
Gender 0 (female) 1 (male) 2 (transgender) 0 1 0.6 1108
Age in years Numerical 17 94 48.8 1108
Years of in-school Numerical 0 19 5.3 1108
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