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Abstract 
The capacity of non-profit organisations (NGOs) to influence social transformation depends 
not only on resources and processes but also on institutional structures. Organisational form, 
governance models, coalitions, and inter-sectoral alliances all shape how NGOs mobilise 
influence, negotiate legitimacy, and balance accountability. Grassroots organisations derive 
strength from cultural legitimacy and participatory practices but often struggle with 
sustainability and scale, while international NGOs leverage professionalisation and global 
reach but risk detachment from local communities. Governance systems reflect ongoing 
tensions between upward accountability to donors and downward accountability to 
beneficiaries. Coalitions and networks expand influence through collective action, though 
resource-rich actors frequently dominate agenda-setting. Inter-sectoral alliances with 
movements, states, and corporations create opportunities for scaling and access but risk co-
optation and mission drift. The debate between hierarchy and horizontalism illustrates 
further trade-offs between efficiency, participation, and legitimacy. By situating institutional 
design as both an enabler and a constraint, this article demonstrates that NGO structures are 
not neutral backdrops but active determinants of social change. Understanding these 
dynamics provides insights for scholars studying organisational legitimacy and for 
practitioners seeking to align internal structures with external democratic values.

Keywords 
non-profit organisations; organisational structures; governance; accountability; coalitions; 
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1. Introduction 
Organisational structures determine how non-profit organisations distribute authority, make 
decisions, and connect strategy to impact. They define the channels through which 
information flows, responsibilities are assigned, and accountability is enforced. Far from 
neutral containers, structures carry ideological and operational consequences that shape how 
NGOs conceptualise and pursue social change. Whether an organisation is centralised or 
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networked, professionalised or participatory, its form directly influences legitimacy, 
responsiveness, and sustainability.
Scholars of organisational sociology emphasise that structures do more than reflect goals—
they also create them (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The design of NGOs embeds specific logics 
of power and dependence, shaping how they interact with donors, states, and communities. 
Understanding these designs requires examining not just internal governance but also 
external relationships. This article explores organisational forms, governance and 
accountability systems, coalition structures, inter-sectoral alliances, and the enduring 
tension between hierarchy and horizontalism. Together, these dimensions reveal how 
institutional design functions as both an enabler and a constraint for social transformation.

2. Organisational Forms 
The diversity of organisational forms in the non-profit sector mirrors the plurality of social 
problems NGOs address. Grassroots organisations are deeply embedded in local contexts, 
characterised by participatory decision-making, community legitimacy, and responsiveness 
to immediate needs. Their strength lies in their authenticity and ability to articulate local 
priorities in culturally resonant ways (Fisher, 1997). Yet, this intimacy with community 
realities often comes at the cost of administrative stability. Grassroots groups frequently rely 
on volunteers and short-term donations, facing chronic challenges in financial planning, 
institutional continuity, and compliance with complex donor requirements.
By contrast, international NGOs (INGOs) operate with formal bureaucratic structures, 
professional staff, and transnational networks that allow for scalability and global advocacy 
(Stroup & Wong, 2017). Their technical expertise and visibility grant them privileged access 
to international institutions and policy processes. However, this professionalisation 
introduces a paradox: the very structures that enable global reach can produce distance from 
the communities they represent. The tension between efficiency and authenticity often 
manifests in what Choudry and Kapoor (2013) describe as the “NGOisation” of activism—
the transformation of radical social movements into institutionalised actors constrained by 
donor logics. Hybrid forms, such as federations or transnational alliances, attempt to merge 
these advantages by combining scale with local ownership (Prakash & Gugerty, 2010). Yet, 
maintaining alignment between central coordination and grassroots autonomy remains an 
enduring governance dilemma.
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3. Governance and Accountability 
Governance structures define how authority is exercised and how decisions are legitimised. 
They translate moral and political commitments into procedural mechanisms that ensure 
transparency and responsibility. For NGOs, governance is complicated by multiple 
accountabilities: to donors, to beneficiaries, to staff, and to broader publics. Traditional 
models of governance often prioritise upward accountability—satisfying donor 
expectations for reporting, efficiency, and measurable outcomes (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). 
This emphasis can crowd out downward accountability, the responsiveness to local 
stakeholders whose voices are less institutionalised yet essential for legitimacy (Ebrahim, 
2003).
The design of boards of directors or trustees profoundly influences these dynamics. Boards 
dominated by financial experts or donors tend to privilege efficiency, while those that 
include community representatives introduce participatory and values-based decision-
making. Multi-stakeholder governance models attempt to reconcile these tensions by 
incorporating donors, professionals, and community members in shared deliberation 
(Najam, 1996). However, such inclusivity introduces complexity and slower decision 
cycles, revealing an inherent trade-off between participation and agility. Ultimately, 
effective governance requires constant negotiation between the demands of compliance and 
the moral imperative of representation.

4. Coalitions and Network Structures 
Coalitions and networks allow NGOs to transcend organisational boundaries and magnify 
influence through collective action. By pooling expertise and sharing risks, NGOs within 
coalitions can engage in coordinated campaigns that achieve visibility and political leverage 
disproportionate to their individual capacities. Transnational advocacy networks 
exemplify this model, enabling the exchange of resources, strategies, and symbolic capital 
across borders (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). Such collaborations amplify voice, create 
economies of scale, and foster mutual learning.
However, coalition dynamics are rarely egalitarian. Resource asymmetries mean that larger 
NGOs, often based in the Global North, dominate agenda-setting and communication 
channels, while smaller grassroots actors remain relegated to implementation roles. This 
reproduces hierarchies within ostensibly horizontal alliances. Network governance models
—centralised, decentralised, or hybrid (Provan & Kenis, 2008)—seek to manage these 
imbalances. Centralised networks enhance coherence but risk suppressing diversity; 
decentralised ones promote participation but struggle with coordination. Effective coalitions 
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invest in transparency, shared metrics of success, and rotational leadership to distribute 
influence more equitably. In doing so, they convert collective structure into collective 
power.

5. Inter-Sectoral Alliances 
As complex social challenges increasingly blur sectoral boundaries, NGOs have turned 
toward partnerships with social movements, governments, and corporations. These inter-
sectoral alliances can provide resources, legitimacy, and access to policy spaces previously 
inaccessible to civil society. Collaborations with social movements enhance legitimacy and 
mobilisation power, combining grassroots authenticity with NGO technical expertise 
(Alvarez, 2009). Partnerships with governments offer policy access, allowing NGOs to 
institutionalise reforms, though they risk bureaucratic capture or loss of autonomy—
especially in restrictive regimes where political alignment becomes a condition for 
cooperation (Brass et al., 2018).
Corporate partnerships are perhaps the most contested form of inter-sectoral collaboration. 
While businesses can provide funding, technology, and logistical support, their involvement 
often raises concerns about mission drift and the commodification of social value 
(Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). The ethical dilemma lies in balancing pragmatic engagement 
with the protection of normative integrity. For NGOs, managing such alliances requires 
clear governance frameworks, transparent reporting, and principled negotiation to prevent 
co-optation. Well-designed alliances can leverage complementary strengths—state authority, 
corporate resources, and civic legitimacy—to produce systemic change, but only when 
power asymmetries are consciously managed.

6. Hierarchy and Horizontalism 
The structural debate between hierarchy and horizontalism reflects broader philosophical 
questions about democracy, efficiency, and legitimacy. Hierarchical models, common in 
large INGOs, centralise authority to ensure consistency, donor confidence, and risk 
management (Vakil, 1997). Such designs facilitate accountability through clear reporting 
lines and procedural control. Yet, over time, bureaucratisation may erode flexibility, reduce 
staff empowerment, and distance leadership from field realities. Hierarchies also risk 
reproducing the very power imbalances NGOs seek to challenge externally.
Horizontal structures, in contrast, prioritise participation, creativity, and peer accountability 
(Polletta, 2002). They allow for rapid learning and innovation but often struggle with 
coordination and strategic coherence. Decision-making by consensus can slow action and 
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obscure responsibility. Hybrid designs, such as distributed leadership or networked 
hierarchies, aim to reconcile these trade-offs (Wheatley, 2006). They combine formal 
structures for compliance with informal systems for collaboration. Importantly, these 
structural choices influence not only efficiency but also external legitimacy: organisations 
that practice internally what they preach externally—democracy, inclusion, and equity—
gain moral credibility that strengthens their influence in public discourse.

7. Conclusion 
Organisational structures are not administrative conveniences; they are mechanisms of 
social change that encode values, distribute power, and shape impact. The differences 
between grassroots organisations, international NGOs, and hybrid federations reflect 
enduring tensions between participation and efficiency, legitimacy and scale, autonomy and 
coordination. Governance models illustrate the struggle to align upward accountability to 
funders with downward accountability to communities. Coalitions and alliances expand 
influence yet risk reproducing inequalities within civil society itself.
The debate between hierarchy and horizontalism encapsulates the broader paradox of NGOs 
as both challengers and participants in institutional systems. For scholars, structural analysis 
reveals how power circulates within the non-profit field and how design choices affect 
legitimacy and outcomes. For practitioners, continuous reflection on institutional form is 
essential: structures must remain adaptive, inclusive, and coherent with mission values. 
Aligning internal governance with external advocacy for justice ensures that NGOs embody
—not just promote—the democratic ideals of the social change they seek to create.
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