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Abstract. The widespread application of digital sentiment monitoring in organ-

izational governance is facing a profound legitimacy crisis.Employees may ei-

ther comply passively under systemic pressure or accept temporarily out of 

emotional appeal, neither of which can sustainably support technological ad-

vancement.Existing domestic and international research remains confined within 

the dualistic opposition between technical rationality and power critique, failing 

to reveal the deeper causes of this predicament.This study finds that legitimacy is 

not a singular static concept, but rather the result of a dynamic synergy between 

institutional and emotional attachments within an organization and the internal 

identification they inspire.The framework further constructs legitimacy config-

urations and reveals the co-evolutionary mechanisms between institutions and 

emotions. This study not only provides an integrative theoretical lens to trans-

cend the singular perspective of legitimacy research but also charts critical 

practical pathways for organizations to balance technological efficiency with 

humanistic care in digital governance, thereby building sustainable surveillance 

systems. 
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The iterative advancement of digital technology has propelled organizational govern-
ance into an era where emotions can be quantified. Digital emotion monitoring sys-
tems, powered by AI algorithms and physiological sensing technology, capture em-
ployees' multidimensional physiological data to enable real-time analysis of emotional 
states. These systems are now widely deployed in scenarios such as risk early warning 
and team management [1]. However, a stark tension exists between the widespread
adoption of technology and the lack of legitimacy recognition. Some surveillance
systems that comply with regulations such as the Personal Information Protection Law 
still face covert resistance from employees, with frequent instances of governance
failure like data falsification and behavioral evasion. Meanwhile, surveillance models 
built on emotional appeals from managers quickly lose their legitimacy foundation 
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after organizational changes due to the absence of institutional support. This dilemma 
has become a critical bottleneck constraining organizational digital transformation,
making it imperative to clarify the underlying logic governing the legitimacy of digital 
sentiment monitoring. 

Exploring the legitimacy-generating mechanisms of digital emotion surveillance
holds significant theoretical and practical value. Theoretically, existing research has 
long been trapped in the binary opposition between technological rationality and power 
critique [2]. From a technocratic perspective, surveillance is viewed as a neutral tool of 
efficiency, emphasizing its quantitative advantages while suspending consideration of 
power dynamics and institutional contexts. The critique of power, centered on Fou-
cault's panopticons, focuses on its disciplinary essence yet fails to account for em-
ployees' voluntary identification. Both approaches sever the interplay between institu-
tional constraints and emotional identification. This study constructs an integrated
framework that transforms legitimacy-building from a static attribute into a dynamic 
process. This approach effectively addresses the one-dimensional limitations of exist-
ing theories and enriches the application dimensions of organizational legitimacy
theory within the field of digital governance. At the practical level, clarifying the core 
mechanisms and risk boundaries of legitimacy generation, and proposing remedial
strategies for typical issues such as fragile legitimization and the pitfalls of rule by man, 
can provide direct operational guidance for organizations to balance technological
efficiency with humanistic care and build sustainable monitoring systems. 

2 Theoretical Review and Integrative Framework 
Development 

2.1 Research Methodology and Theoretical Construct 
Operationalization 

This study employs a systematic literature review methodology, searching authoritative 
databases such as CNKI, Web of Science, and Scopus (2000-2025). Using keyword 
combinations including "digital emotion monitoring," "institutional logics," and "af-
fective attachment," 86 core publications were identified and screened. Building on this 
foundation, core constructs are systematically operationalized: institutional logics are 
measured through coercive, mimetic, and normative isomorphism mechanisms, en-
compassing dimensions such as regulatory compliance, industry imitation, and ethical 
norms; affective attachment is deconstructed across cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
dimensions, including indicators such as perception of support intent, quality of emo-
tional response, and usage proactivity. Complete measurement is achieved through 
policy text analysis, institutional auditing, and multi-source data collection. 
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2.2 Dual-Pathway Model: Institutional Logics and Affective 
Attachment 

Based on the rigorously operationalized constructs, we develop an integrated du-
al-pathway analytical framework that elucidates the complex interplay between insti-
tutional logics and affective attachment in shaping organizational legitimacy. The
institutional logics pathway establishes essential external compliance foundations
through the triple isomorphism mechanisms, creating the necessary structural condi-
tions for legitimacy formation. Simultaneously, the affective attachment pathway
operates through psychological mechanisms to cultivate genuine internal identification 
and voluntary acceptance among stakeholders.[3] These two pathways engage in dy-
namic, dialectically unified interactions that collectively determine the sustainability of 
legitimacy. 

Our framework further articulates this complexity through a two-dimensional matrix 
that identifies four distinct legitimacy configurations, as illustrated in Fig.1. The op-
timal state of deep legitimacy emerges when both institutional compliance and affec-
tive attachment are strong, creating a self-reinforcing virtuous cycle that sustains or-
ganizational legitimacy. In contrast, brittle legitimation describes the precarious situa-
tion where strong institutional frameworks coexist with weak affective bonds, creating 
systems vulnerable to legitimacy crises despite apparent compliance. The affectively 
dominant configuration occurs when strong emotional connections lack adequate
institutional support, potentially leading to personalized relationships that undermine 
systematic legitimacy. The most problematic doubly deficient state describes complete 
absence of both institutional and affective foundations, representing fundamental
legitimacy failure. Critically, our model incorporates a dynamic perspective that traces 
potential evolutionary pathways between these states and identifies specific transition 
conditions that facilitate or inhibit movement toward sustainable legitimacy. 

 
Fig. 1. A figure caption is the dynamic interactive model of digital monitoring legitimacy con-

struction. 

2.3 Co-evolution Mechanisms and Managerial Intervention 

The longitudinal interaction between institutions and affect manifests as a three-stage 
co-evolutionary process with distinct characteristics at each phase. The initial institu-
tional structuring stage is predominantly characterized by external compliance imper-
atives, where formal rules and procedures establish the basic legitimacy framework. As 
the system matures, it transitions into the interactive adaptation stage, marked by
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recursive feedback loops between institutional optimization and affective respons-
es—each shaping and reshaping the other in continuous adjustment[4]. The most ad-
vanced deep interstructuring stage represents a qualitative transformation from mere 
regulatory compliance to genuine normative consensus, where institutional arrange-
ments and affective commitments become mutually constitutive and reinforcing. 

This evolutionary trajectory contains critical junctures that determine systemic
outcomes. When institutional frameworks demonstrate sufficient flexibility and inclu-
siveness to effectively incorporate and respond to affective feedback, the system pos-
sesses the capacity to evolve toward robust deep legitimacy. Conversely, when insti-
tutions remain rigid and unresponsive, the system risks regressing toward brittle le-
gitimation or falling into personalized rule-by-man traps where legitimacy depends 
excessively on individual relationships rather than systematic arrangements. Strategic 
managerial intervention proves particularly crucial at these evolutionary inflection
points. Specific intervention mechanisms include implementing structured affective 
feedback loops that systematically channel stakeholder emotions into institutional
refinement processes, and conducting regular institutional-affective coupling audits
that assess alignment between formal structures and psychological commitments.
These targeted interventions can significantly improve the system's evolutionary tra-
jectory, providing both theoretical insights and practical implementation pathways for 
constructing sustainable digital monitoring regimes that balance regulatory require-
ments with genuine social acceptance. 

3 Practical Applications and Strategies 

3.1 A Synergistic Governance of Institutions and Emotions 

The legitimacy of digital emotion monitoring hinges on the organic synergy between 
institutional frameworks and emotional considerations. Successful governance prac-
tices should integrate rigorous institutional design with thoughtful emotional care,
establishing a governance framework that combines firmness with compassion. The 
four quadrants of this collaborative governance logic are visualized in Fig.2, which 
displays differentiated governance outcomes corresponding to varying levels of insti-
tutional sophistication and emotional identification. At the institutional level, organi-
zations must establish a legally compliant monitoring framework that clearly defines 
the boundaries of data usage. Establish an ethics oversight committee comprising
management, employee representatives, and external experts, and implement a regular 
review mechanism to continuously monitor the application of emotional data. Institu-
tional design should prioritize procedural fairness,[5] enhancing the system's enforcea-
bility through clear data usage protocols and accountability mechanisms. Emotional 
governance requires cultivating employees' intrinsic acceptance of monitoring through 
affective mechanisms. Effective strategies include integrating emotional data feedback 
with employee career development support, embedding interactive fairness elements 
into system design, and granting employees appropriate rights to interpret data and 
raise objections.  



 

 

 

 

8             X. Liu et al.

 
Fig. 2. A figure caption is the visualization of Technology-Emotion collaborative governance 

outcomes. 

The synergistic governance of systems and emotions should achieve deep integra-
tion, The specific governance outcomes are shown in the figure below. Organizations 
can establish institutionalized emotional management mechanisms to ensure rational 
expression of emotions through systems, while infusing systems with human warmth 
through emotions.  

3.2 Institutional Pathways to Avoid the Pitfalls of Arbitrary Rule 

The pitfalls of human-centric governance in digital sentiment monitoring primarily 
manifest as systems becoming overly reliant on individual managers' discretion, lack-
ing institutionalized constraints. Emotional management is the foundation for avoiding 
the pitfalls of rule by man. Organizations must establish clear emotional management 
protocols to standardize the collection, analysis, and application of emotional data. 
Institutional design should emphasize the appropriate decentralization of power to
prevent any single individual from exercising absolute control over emotional data. 
Therefore, a multidimensional system of checks and balances must be established to 
prevent excessive concentration of power. Additionally, systematic legitimacy audits 
should be implemented to maintain the stability of the monitoring system. Organiza-
tions need to establish a regular two-way evaluation mechanism to monitor the opera-
tional status of the system from two dimensions: compliance with regulations and
employee acceptance. By designing a scientifically sound evaluation indicator system, 
it is possible to promptly identify cracks in legitimacy and implement targeted
measures. 

3.3 Diagnosis and Remediation Strategies for Institutional Alienation 

When systems designed to regulate emotional management gradually deviate from
their original purpose of serving human and organizational development, we witness 
what we call “institutional alienation.” The visualization of systems and emotions is 
shown in the figure 3. To achieve accurate diagnosis, several key indicators must be 
considered: the purpose of emotional data collection, employee emotional experience 
data, emotional KPI phenomena, and reliance on quantitative metrics. 
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Fig. 3. A figure caption is the coverage rate of collaborative governance. 

The human-centered approach to institutional reconstruction is the primary task in 
addressing alienation. Organizations should embed mechanisms for emotional reflec-
tion in institutional design, conduct regular assessments of institutional humanization, 
and design flexible adjustment mechanisms for institutional frameworks. Cultivating 
critical data literacy is the fundamental approach to preventing institutional alienation. 
Organizations should train all employees to recognize the limitations of sentiment data 
while fostering a healthy culture of data skepticism. Establishing a flexible institutional 
adaptation mechanism is crucial.[6] Organizations must develop early warning systems 
to detect institutional deviation and continuously monitor the effectiveness of institu-
tional operations through diverse methods. Upon identifying signs of deviation, they 
should immediately initiate multi-stakeholder revision procedures. 

4 Conclusions 

This study examines the legitimacy dilemma in organizational digital transformation 
processes, compellingly demonstrating that the emergence of legitimacy for digital 
surveillance is a process jointly driven by external institutional constraints and internal 
psychological identification.The specific theoretical contribution lies in how institu-
tional logic establishes the compliance foundation for surveillance systems through 
coercion, imitation, and norms; while emotional attachment cultivates an internal
disposition toward acceptance by influencing employees' behavioral intentions.Based 
on this framework, we have identified four typical configurations: deep legalization, 
fragile legalization,lack of legitimacy, and pitfalls of rule by man, providing a basis for 
diagnosing the realities of organizational contexts.This study reveals the evolutionary 
trajectory of legitimacy construction from a dynamic perspective: transitioning from 
“institutional construction” characterized by external imposition, to the interaction 
between institutions and emotions, and ultimately advancing toward their profound 
mutual construction.This study bridges the gap between macro-level analysis and
micro-level psychology in legitimacy research, guiding organizations to avoid falling 
into either institutional determinism or emotional determinism, and instead pursue a 
collaborative governance wisdom. However, this study has limitations, and its
cross-cultural applicability remains to be explored. Future research could build upon 
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this foundation to conduct empirical tests and delve deeper into the characteristics of 
this collaborative model across different cultural contexts and organizational types. 
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