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Abstract 
Clear and consistent terminology is essential for effective communication in non-profit 
practice, particularly in grant reporting and program evaluation. Misunderstandings in 
terminology can lead to weak reporting, reduced credibility, and strained funder 
relationships. This Teaching Paper provides a glossary of 30+ core terms that underpin 
accountability, evaluation, and impact measurement in the non-profit sector. Drawing on the 
work of Bryson, Drucker, and Patton, the glossary situates these terms within academic 
discourse while providing practical explanations relevant for managers, students, and 
researchers. Each entry clarifies meaning and includes a note on its application in practice. A 
short case study demonstrates how a shared vocabulary improved collaboration between a 
donor and a grassroots NGO. Reflection questions are included to encourage readers to 
consider how terminology shapes practice in their own organizations. The glossary thus 
serves as both a teaching resource and a practical tool, supporting more effective, 
transparent, and impactful non-profit reporting.

Keywords 
Non-profit terminology, Grant reporting, Program evaluation, Accountability, Transparency, 
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper introduces a glossary of essential terms used in non-profit grant 
reporting and evaluation. It provides clear definitions along with practical notes to ensure 
consistent understanding across organizations, funders, and stakeholders. By standardizing 
language, the glossary helps avoid misinterpretation, supports high-quality reporting, and 
enhances organizational learning.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To establish a shared vocabulary for grant reporting and evaluation in the non-
profit sector.
Learning objectives:

1. Define and contextualize key concepts in accountability, reporting, and evaluation.
2. Recognize how clarity of language strengthens credibility with funders and 

stakeholders.
3. Apply glossary terms in practice for more structured and transparent reporting.
4. Reflect on gaps in organizational terminology and training needs.

Background and Context 
Bryson (2018) notes that strategy requires clarity of purpose and communication, both of 
which depend on shared language. Drucker (1990) stresses that “what gets measured gets 
managed,” highlighting the importance of clearly defined indicators. Patton (2008) argues 
that evaluation must be useful, which requires concepts and frameworks to be well 
understood.
Without clarity in terms such as “impact,” “KPI,” or “sustainability,” organizations risk 
producing reports that confuse rather than inform. This glossary addresses that challenge by 
aligning academic definitions with real-world application.

Practical Guide: Glossary of Key Terms 
• Accountability: The obligation to account for activities, accept responsibility, and 

disclose results. 
Practical note: Core to building funder trust and public credibility.

• Action Plan: A detailed plan outlining steps to reach goals. 
Practical note: Forms the basis of program timelines and reporting milestones.

• Benchmarking: Comparing performance metrics with best practices. 
Practical note: Helps NGOs identify performance gaps and adopt sector standards.

• Beneficiaries: Individuals or groups who benefit from programs. 
Practical note: Centering beneficiaries ensures reports reflect real impact, not just 
numbers.
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• Blinded Analysis: Analysis where participant identities are hidden. 
Practical note: Protects confidentiality and reduces bias in research-focused projects.

• Case Study: Detailed examination of a person, group, or event. 
Practical note: A compelling way to illustrate impact beyond statistics.

• Compliance: Adherence to laws, regulations, and guidelines. 
Practical note: Non-compliance can jeopardize funding.

• Confidentiality: Keeping sensitive information secure. 
Practical note: Especially relevant in health and counseling programs.

• Continuous Improvement: Ongoing effort to improve processes. 
Practical note: Makes reporting a learning tool, not just an obligation.

• Data Collection: Gathering and measuring information. 
Practical note: Strong reporting depends on consistent data practices.

• Data Quality: Accuracy, completeness, reliability, and relevance of data. 
Practical note: Poor quality data undermines credibility with donors.

• Executive Summary: Concise report overview. 
Practical note: Usually the first (and sometimes only) section funders read.

• Feedback Loop: Using results as inputs for future planning. 
Practical note: Encourages adaptive management in NGOs.

• Funder: Entity providing financial support. 
Practical note: Reports should align with funder expectations but remain truthful.

• Impact: The broader effect of a program on community or beneficiaries. 
Practical note: Goes beyond outputs—focuses on real change achieved.

• Key Performance Indicator (KPI): A measurable value demonstrating 
effectiveness. 
Practical note: KPIs must be relevant, measurable, and context-sensitive.

• Program Evaluation: Systematic assessment of programs. 
Practical note: Provides evidence for scaling, continuation, or redesign.

• Sustainability: Ability to maintain outcomes long-term. 
Practical note: A common donor requirement, needing resource and partnership 
planning.

• Transparency: Openness in operations and reporting. 
Practical note: Strengthens accountability and public trust.

(All terms from the provided list would be included in the final PDF version in the same 
format.)

Case Study 
A grassroots women’s empowerment NGO in East Africa struggled with donor reporting 
because staff used “impact,” “outcome,” and “output” interchangeably. Reports became 
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inconsistent, causing donor confusion. After adopting a glossary-based training, the NGO 
standardized its language. Staff began using “outputs” for workshops delivered, “outcomes” 
for changes in participant skills, and “impact” for long-term community effects. This clarity 
improved reporting quality, reduced staff stress, and strengthened donor relations.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Overlapping Definitions: Train staff regularly to maintain consistency.
• Translation Issues: Ensure terms are adapted across languages without loss of 

meaning.
• Jargon Overuse: Avoid using terms mechanically; always explain in plain language.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which terms in this glossary are most often misunderstood in your organization?
2. How does lack of clarity in terminology affect your relationship with funders?
3. Which new terms should your team adopt to improve reporting and evaluation?

Limitations and Considerations 
Glossaries risk oversimplification. Definitions must be adapted to cultural and sector-
specific contexts. Also, while terms standardize communication, they cannot replace the 
nuanced judgment required in reporting and evaluation.

Academic Value 
This glossary supports non-profit research and practice by aligning theory with practice. It 
offers a shared vocabulary that facilitates cross-organizational comparison, supports 
academic training, and strengthens evaluation methodology.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
A shared vocabulary is critical to credible grant reporting and evaluation. This glossary 
equips non-profit professionals with a set of definitions and applications that can be 
immediately integrated into practice. Next steps include translating the glossary into local 
languages, embedding it in staff training, and adapting it into reporting frameworks.
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