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Abstract 

Non-profit organizations operate within complex legal and governance frameworks that 
require precise understanding of technical terms. Misinterpretation of concepts such as 
fiduciary duty, compliance, or risk management can undermine accountability and lead to 
legal or ethical failures. This Teaching Paper presents a glossary of 25 essential terms in 
non-profit governance, law, and accountability. Each entry includes both a clear academic 
definition and practical notes on its application to non-profit practice. By consolidating 
terminology related to governance, compliance, financial management, and ethical 
standards, this resource provides practitioners, educators, and students with a shared 
vocabulary for effective communication. Drawing on governance scholarship and practice 
(Bryson, 2018; Drucker, 1990; Patton, 2011), the glossary emphasizes the critical role of 
language in strengthening transparency, trust, and organizational sustainability. Reflection 
questions and a case study demonstrate how mastery of these terms can improve decision-
making and foster confidence among donors, regulators, and stakeholders. 

Keywords 
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transparency; fundraising ethics; legal terminology 

Executive Summary 

This Teaching Paper introduces a glossary of essential terms for non-profit law and 
governance. Covering accountability, annual reports, bylaws, compliance, fiduciary duty, 
governance, intellectual property, risk management, transparency, and whistleblower 
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policies, the glossary provides accessible definitions and contextual explanations. The 
resource supports non-profit leaders, educators, and students in building a shared language 
that promotes effective communication, compliance, and ethical leadership. 

Purpose and Learning Objectives 

• Provide a shared vocabulary for non-profit legal and governance contexts. 

• Clarify technical terms for practitioners, students, and educators. 

• Connect abstract terms to practical application in daily non-profit management. 

• Strengthen transparency and accountability through clear communication. 

Background and Context 

As Bryson (2018) notes, strategic planning depends on clarity of concepts and consistent 
terminology. Drucker (1990) emphasized that non-profit leaders must understand 
governance frameworks to act responsibly. Patton (2011) further underscores that evaluation 
requires shared definitions to ensure meaningful analysis. Miscommunication around legal 
terms can lead to compliance failures, poor governance, or reputational risks. A glossary of 
terms helps align board members, staff, regulators, and stakeholders around a common 
language. 

Practical Guide 

Sample Entries (from the Glossary): 

• Accountability – Obligation to explain decisions and finances to stakeholders. 
Practical note: Strengthens trust and donor confidence. 

• Bylaws – Internal rules outlining governance structures and procedures. Practical 
note: Ensure bylaws are reviewed regularly for legal compliance. 

• Conflict of Interest – When personal interests interfere with organizational duty. 
Practical note: Implement annual disclosure forms. 
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• Form 990 – Annual IRS return for tax-exempt entities. Practical note: Beyond 
compliance, it communicates transparency to funders. 

• Whistleblower Policy – Protects individuals reporting unethical conduct. Practical 
note: Essential for organizational culture and donor trust. 

Case Study 

A regional environmental NGO in East Africa faced donor mistrust because board members 
and staff used governance terms inconsistently. By introducing a glossary of legal and 
governance terms during board orientation and staff training, the organization clarified 
expectations, improved communication, and built stronger accountability systems. 

Common Challenges and Tips 

• Overly technical language – May confuse staff without legal training. 

• Assumption of shared understanding – Different stakeholders may interpret terms 
differently. 

• Tip: Integrate glossaries into board handbooks, staff manuals, and training sessions. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Do board and staff members share a consistent understanding of governance terms? 

2. How is terminology explained during training and orientation? 

3. Could a glossary improve transparency in our donor communications? 

4. Which terms in this glossary require adaptation to our local legal context? 

Limitations and Considerations 

A glossary cannot replace legal advice and must be contextualized to each jurisdiction. 
Some terms (e.g., Form 990, tax-exempt status) are specific to U.S. law, requiring 
adaptation elsewhere. 
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Academic Value 

This Teaching Paper contributes to non-profit studies by linking terminology to governance 
practice. Scholars can use it to frame discussions of accountability and law, while 
practitioners gain a practical reference for communication, training, and compliance. 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

Clear language is the foundation of good governance. Developing and using glossaries 
within organizations strengthens accountability, reduces misunderstandings, and builds 
stakeholder trust. Next steps include integrating glossary terms into governance training and 
translating key concepts into local languages for broader accessibility. 

Suggested Citation 

Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Teaching Paper: Glossary of Legal and Governance Terms for 
Non-Profits – Building Shared Language for Accountability and Compliance. Neya Global 
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-lg-fr-ens-tp-05 

References 

• Bryson, J. M. (2018). Strategic planning for public and nonprofit organizations. 
Jossey-Bass. 

• Drucker, P. F. (1990). Managing the non-profit organization: Principles and practices. 
HarperCollins. 

• Hopkins, B. R. (2018). Starting and managing a nonprofit organization: A legal 
guide. Wiley. 

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Legal Frameworks: Ensuring Compliance and 
Governance. NEYA Global Publishing.  https://doi.org/10.64357/legal-
frameworks-2025 

 of 4 5



• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Accountability: Building Trust through Transparency. 
NEYA Global Publishing. https://doi.org/10.64357/accountability-2025 

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Organizational Legitimacy: Earning & Sustaining Public 
Trust. NEYA Global Publishing. https://doi.org/10.64357/legitimacy-2025 

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). CSR: Legal and Ethical Issues. NEYA Global 
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.64357/csr-legal-ethical-issues-2025 

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Legal Compliance and Good Governance in Non-Profit 
Organizations. NEYA Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. https://doi.org/10.64357/
neya-gjnps-lg-fr-ens-01 

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Understanding Legal Structures in Non-Profit 
Organizations. NEYA Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. https://doi.org/10.64357/
neya-gjnps-lg-fr-ens-02 

• Patton, M. Q. (2011). Developmental evaluation: Applying complexity concepts to 
enhance innovation and use. Guilford Press. 

 of 5 5


