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Abstract 
Non-profit organisations (NGOs) are central actors in contemporary development and 
governance, yet their capacity to deliver systemic change is constrained by structural, 
political, and ethical dilemmas. This article analyses five interrelated challenges: resource 
dependency, attribution versus contribution in impact evaluation, contested legitimacy, 
accountability dilemmas, and political and cultural resistance. Donor-driven funding 
structures and projectised aid cycles often reinforce short-termism and risk mission drift, 
while attribution-focused methodologies oversimplify collective processes of social change. 
NGOs face recurring legitimacy crises as governments frame them as foreign agents and 
communities question their representativeness. Their intermediary role creates conflicting 
accountabilities between donors, boards, and communities, frequently reducing them to 
brokers of competing interests. Ethical dilemmas of representation—what Mohan (2002) 
terms “ventriloquism”—raise questions about whose voices are amplified and whose are 
silenced, while tokenistic participation undermines claims to empowerment. Political 
restrictions, cultural opposition, and market pressures further limit operational space, 
particularly in authoritarian or neoliberal contexts. These challenges are not incidental but 
constitutive features of NGO action, shaping strategies and identities. For scholars, they 
highlight the contested and contingent nature of NGO influence; for practitioners, they 
underscore the need to build resilience, protect mission integrity, and critically engage with 
legitimacy and accountability.

Keywords 
non-profit organisations; challenges; legitimacy; accountability; donor dependency; political 
resistance

1. Introduction 
Non-profit organisations have become indispensable to development, humanitarian 
response, and global governance, yet their capacity to generate durable social transformation 
remains profoundly shaped—and often constrained—by structural and political realities. 
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They occupy a paradoxical position: celebrated as agents of democracy, participation, and 
social justice, while simultaneously critiqued as instruments of neoliberal governance or 
vehicles of foreign influence. This duality reflects a deeper tension between ideals of 
autonomy and the realities of dependence and control (Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015).
To understand the limits and possibilities of NGO influence, it is essential to analyse not 
only their internal capacities but also the systems of power and accountability in which they 
are embedded. This article identifies and explores five interlocking challenges—resource 
dependency, methodological constraints in evaluating impact, legitimacy crises, 
accountability dilemmas, and political and cultural resistance. Together, these dynamics 
reveal that the obstacles NGOs face are not marginal or accidental but structural and 
constitutive, defining the very nature of their work and identity.

2. Resource Dependency and Mission Drift 
Among the most enduring challenges confronting NGOs is resource dependency. Non-
profit organisations rely heavily on external funding—whether from donor agencies, 
philanthropic foundations, or corporate partnerships—which profoundly shapes their 
strategies and priorities. Resource dependence theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) 
demonstrates that organisations adapt to the preferences of those who control essential 
resources. In the NGO sector, this dependence often manifests as compliance with donor 
agendas, performance metrics, and reporting frameworks that prioritise quantifiable results 
over long-term social transformation (Edwards & Hulme, 1996).
The shift toward projectised aid exacerbates this problem. Time-bound funding cycles 
encourage short-termism, favouring immediate outputs—such as workshops, reports, or 
policy briefs—over structural change that requires sustained investment and political 
negotiation (Mosse, 2005). Attempts to overcome dependency through social enterprise or 
hybrid models introduce new tensions: while entrepreneurial revenue promises autonomy, it 
can also generate mission drift, as market logics of efficiency and profit begin to eclipse 
social objectives (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). Balancing financial sustainability with 
mission integrity is thus one of the most critical and unresolved dilemmas in contemporary 
NGO practice.

3. Attribution, Contribution, and Methodological Constraints 
A second challenge lies in how NGOs demonstrate their impact. Donors and policymakers 
increasingly demand rigorous evidence of effectiveness, often framed through the lens of 
attribution—the attempt to prove direct causal links between specific interventions and 
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observed changes. While methods such as randomised control trials or quasi-experimental 
designs offer statistical precision, they struggle to account for the complexity of social 
systems where outcomes are co-produced by multiple actors, policies, and contexts (Roche, 
1999; Eyben et al., 2015).
In response, contribution analysis has emerged as a more context-sensitive approach, 
acknowledging that NGOs operate within broader networks of influence. Rather than 
isolating their impact, it traces how specific actions contribute to collective change 
processes. Yet this methodological pluralism often clashes with donor expectations for 
linear causality and measurable results. As a result, NGOs may resort to proxy indicators—
counting meetings, publications, or participants—that oversimplify complex realities. The 
tension between methodological rigour and systemic realism underscores a deeper 
epistemological issue: whose knowledge counts in defining success, and whose forms of 
evidence are deemed legitimate.

4. Legitimacy Crises 
Legitimacy represents a critical yet fragile asset for NGOs, defining their credibility and 
moral authority. As Suchman (1995) argues, legitimacy is not intrinsic but socially 
constructed through perceptions of appropriateness and trust. NGOs derive legitimacy from 
multiple sources—legal recognition, professional expertise, moral authority, and community 
endorsement—but each is vulnerable to erosion. Governments often challenge NGO 
legitimacy by framing them as foreign agents pursuing external agendas, using legal and 
administrative restrictions to curtail their activities (Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2015).
At the community level, questions of representativeness are equally pressing. NGOs 
claiming to speak for “the poor” or “the marginalised” risk reproducing hierarchies of voice 
and knowledge (Hudson, 2001). As organisations professionalise, bureaucratic procedures 
and donor relationships may distance them from their grassroots constituencies (Choudry & 
Kapoor, 2013). This drift towards elite alignment undermines participatory legitimacy, even 
as it enhances technical credibility. Managing legitimacy thus requires constant negotiation 
across multiple audiences—donors, governments, communities, and peers—each with 
competing expectations and standards of accountability.

5. The Intermediary Role and Accountability Dilemmas 
NGOs’ intermediary position—bridging donors, states, and communities—creates complex 
and often contradictory accountability pressures. Najam’s (1996) “three-sided accountability 
dilemma” captures this predicament: NGOs must simultaneously answer to funders who 
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demand measurable efficiency, to communities who seek representation and responsiveness, 
and to their own boards or governing bodies who oversee organisational integrity. These 
obligations frequently conflict. Prioritising donor compliance may alienate local 
constituencies, while privileging community-driven priorities can jeopardise funding.
This triangular accountability turns NGOs into brokers rather than independent actors, 
managing expectations rather than shaping agendas. Mechanisms such as participatory 
evaluation, downward reporting, and multi-stakeholder governance are designed to redress 
this imbalance, yet their implementation remains uneven. True downward accountability—
where communities can influence decisions, budgets, and outcomes—requires structural 
shifts in power, not just procedural inclusion. The intermediary role thus encapsulates the 
NGO paradox: positioned as both advocates for the marginalised and intermediaries within 
systems that sustain inequality.

6. Ethical Dilemmas and Representation 
Beyond structural constraints, NGOs face profound ethical dilemmas of representation. 
Mohan (2002) famously critiqued the phenomenon of NGO “ventriloquism,” where 
organisations claim to speak on behalf of marginalised communities rather than enabling 
them to speak for themselves. In the pursuit of visibility and donor support, NGOs often 
frame local struggles in simplified narratives that resonate with international audiences but 
distort complex realities (Alvarez, 2009). This process reproduces dependency and silences 
alternative voices, reinforcing rather than dismantling global hierarchies of knowledge.
Participatory approaches were introduced as a corrective, promising empowerment and 
inclusion. However, as Cornwall (2008) argues, participation can become tokenistic when 
implemented as a donor checkbox rather than a transformative process. Genuine 
participation requires not only consultation but redistribution of decision-making power. 
Ethical practice, therefore, demands reflexivity—recognising the politics of voice, the limits 
of advocacy, and the responsibility to ensure that representation enhances rather than 
replaces community agency. NGOs that fail to confront these dilemmas risk eroding both 
moral legitimacy and transformative potential.

7. Political, Cultural, and Economic Resistance 
External environments exert formidable influence over NGO operations. In authoritarian 
regimes, governments frequently restrict NGO activity through registration barriers, foreign 
funding bans, and surveillance (Carothers & Brechenmacher, 2014). Such restrictions not 
only constrain advocacy but also foster self-censorship, as NGOs avoid politically sensitive 
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topics to ensure survival. In culturally conservative contexts, rights-based agendas—
especially around gender, sexuality, or minority rights—may provoke backlash, limiting 
NGOs’ ability to mobilise support or sustain legitimacy.
Economic structures add another layer of constraint. The global diffusion of neoliberalism 
has redefined social policy around market efficiency, pushing NGOs toward entrepreneurial 
models that commodify social services. This dynamic reinforces dependency on private 
donors and corporate partners, further entrenching inequalities (Tarrow, 2011). Resistance, 
therefore, operates not only through coercion but also through the subtler mechanisms of co-
optation and assimilation. For NGOs, navigating these pressures requires adaptive strategies
—balancing advocacy with diplomacy, and resistance with negotiation—while safeguarding 
ethical and political integrity.

8. Conclusion 
The challenges facing NGOs in bringing about social change are structural, relational, and 
enduring. Resource dependency constrains autonomy and risks mission drift; 
methodological limitations distort the understanding of impact; legitimacy crises weaken 
credibility; accountability dilemmas fragment authority; and political resistance curtails 
freedom of action. These factors are not episodic setbacks but defining features of the NGO 
condition—products of the complex environments in which they operate.
For scholars, these dynamics call for analytical frameworks that move beyond binary 
judgements of success or failure to examine how NGOs navigate structural contradictions. 
For practitioners, the task is to build resilience through diversified funding, strengthened 
downward accountability, and context-sensitive legitimacy strategies. Ethical reflexivity 
must remain central—recognising that influence in contested spaces depends as much on 
humility and learning as on advocacy and resources. NGOs cannot eliminate these 
challenges, but through awareness and adaptation, they can transform constraints into 
opportunities for more grounded, credible, and systemic forms of social change.
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