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Abstract 
Clarity of terminology is essential for both scholarly analysis and effective 

governance of non-profit organizations. This Teaching Paper provides a glossary of 

key governance and civil society terms, combining authoritative definitions with 

practical notes for application in non-profit contexts. The glossary covers concepts 

ranging from accountability, advocacy, and legitimacy to governance theories such as 

agency, stewardship, and stakeholder theory. It also includes contemporary challenges 

such as founder’s syndrome, shrinking civic space, and mission drift. Each entry is 

designed to bridge theory with practice, enabling board members, executives, 

researchers, and students to deepen their conceptual understanding while applying 

these ideas to organizational decision-making. By consolidating foundational and 

emerging terms, the glossary offers a reference tool that supports both academic rigor 

and practical capacity building in governance and civil society studies.
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Executive Summary 
This glossary introduces 22 key concepts central to governance and civil society 

practice. Each entry is paired with a practical application note, ensuring that theory 

translates into action. For practitioners, it serves as a quick-reference tool for board 

training, leadership development, and strategic planning. For academics, it 

consolidates diverse theoretical frameworks into a single accessible resource. By 

combining definitions, governance theories, and contemporary challenges, the 

glossary functions as both a learning aid and a practical manual for improving 

organizational governance and resilience.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
The purpose of this glossary is to consolidate core concepts that underpin non-profit 

governance and civil society studies. After engaging with this Teaching Paper, readers 

will be able to:

1. Define and differentiate essential governance and civil society terms.

2. Connect abstract theories to practical governance challenges.

3. Apply key concepts in decision-making, board oversight, and strategy.

4. Use the glossary as a training and reference tool in organizational practice.

Background and Context 
Governance and civil society studies draw on a wide array of theories, frameworks, 

and terms (Bryson, 2018; Drucker, 1990; Anheier, 2014). However, practitioners 

often struggle to translate abstract concepts into actionable insights. Glossaries serve 

as bridges between academic literature and practical tools. As Patton (2015) 

emphasizes, clarity of language is fundamental for meaningful evaluation and 

learning. This glossary synthesizes diverse intellectual traditions, including 

organizational theory (agency, stewardship, resource dependence), leadership studies, 

and civil society research, and places them in a practical frame for real-world 

application.
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Practical Guide: Glossary with Applications 
• Accountability – Mechanisms ensuring non-profits remain answerable to 

stakeholders by demonstrating transparency, responsibility, and responsiveness. 

Practical note: Develop reporting dashboards and community feedback 

sessions to strengthen trust.

• Advocacy – Efforts to influence policy, legislation, or social norms in pursuit 

of mission. 

Practical note: Use advocacy campaigns to amplify service delivery impact.

• Agency Theory – Framework emphasizing the board’s monitoring role over 

executives to safeguard stakeholder interests. 

Practical note: Establish clear board reporting structures and conflict-of-

interest policies.

• Civil Society – Voluntary collective action outside state and market, 

encompassing NGOs, associations, and movements. 

Practical note: Map alliances with other organizations to expand influence.

• Co-production – Joint provision of services by citizens and governments under 

collaborative governance. 

Practical note: Engage beneficiaries in program design to increase relevance.

• Executive Duality – When a chief executive dominates board oversight, 

blurring governance lines. 

Practical note: Separate board chair and CEO roles to maintain 

accountability.

• Fiduciary Duty – Board’s obligation to act in the organization’s best interests 

(care, loyalty, obedience). 

Practical note: Train board members on fiduciary responsibilities annually.

• Founder’s Syndrome – Founder’s dominance blocks adaptation and shared 

leadership. 

Practical note: Create succession plans and rotate leadership to reduce 

dependency.
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• Governance Codes – National or international guidelines defining board 

responsibilities. 

Practical note: Adopt voluntary codes as benchmarks for good practice.

• Hybrid Organization – Entities combining non-profit and business features 

(e.g., social enterprises). 

Practical note: Balance revenue generation with mission adherence.

• Impact Measurement – Assessing outcomes and social change using 

qualitative and quantitative tools. 

Practical note: Combine surveys with storytelling to capture both data and lived 

experience.

• Institutional Isomorphism – Organizations becoming similar due to coercive, 

mimetic, or normative pressures. 

Practical note: Guard against “copying peers” when unique models may be 

more effective.

• Institutional Theory – Explains how environments shape governance and 

structures. 

Practical note: Monitor legal changes and cultural expectations when designing 

governance systems.

• Leadership Theory – Analytical frameworks on leadership (transformational, 

adaptive, distributed). 

Practical note: Apply adaptive leadership in times of crisis for greater 

resilience.

• Legitimacy – Stakeholders’ perception that actions are appropriate and aligned 

with expectations. 

Practical note: Enhance legitimacy through transparency and ethical branding.

• Mission Drift – Deviation from core mission under external funding pressures. 

Practical note: Use mission statements as decision filters for new projects.

• Philanthrocapitalism – Applying business logics to philanthropy to achieve 

social change. 

Practical note: Weigh efficiency benefits against risks of market-driven 

priorities overshadowing values.
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• Resource Dependence Theory – Governance shaped by reliance on external 

resources. 

Practical note: Diversify funding to avoid overdependence on one source.

• Shrinking Civic Space – Restrictive laws or practices limiting civil society. 

Practical note: Build coalitions and international partnerships to resist 

restrictions.

• Social Capital – Trust, networks, and norms enabling cooperation. 

Practical note: Invest in relationship-building as a strategic asset.

• Stewardship Theory – Executives as mission-driven stewards, not self-

interested agents. 

Practical note: Foster intrinsic motivation and shared values in leadership 

culture.

• Stakeholder Theory – Balancing interests of multiple stakeholders (donors, 

staff, beneficiaries, regulators). 

Practical note: Map stakeholder expectations and integrate them into strategic 

planning.

• Third Sector – Sphere distinct from state and market, covering non-profits, 

cooperatives, and associations. 

Practical note: Position your organization as part of a broader third-sector 

ecosystem.

Case Study 
A national youth NGO facing mission drift due to donor demands used this glossary 

as part of a board retreat. Board members identified “resource dependence” and 

“mission drift” as key risks. By applying “stakeholder theory,” they developed a 

balanced strategy that preserved youth empowerment as the central mission while 

diversifying funding sources. The glossary thus became a shared vocabulary for 

aligning governance and strategy.
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Common Challenges and Tips 
• Conceptual overload: Too many terms may confuse board members. →  Tip: 

Prioritize 5–7 key terms for training at a time.

• Theory-practice gap: Abstract frameworks may feel irrelevant. → Tip: Always 

link terms to real organizational examples.

• Resistance to change: Founders or executives may dismiss new concepts. → 

Tip: Introduce terms gradually through case studies and peer learning.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which term from the glossary is most relevant to your current governance 

challenges?

2. How can your board strengthen fiduciary duty and accountability practices?

3. What risks of institutional isomorphism or mission drift exist in your 

organization?

4. How can impact measurement and legitimacy reinforce each other in your 

context?

Limitations and Considerations 
Glossaries provide clarity but can oversimplify nuanced debates. Terms may have 

different meanings across countries and legal systems. Users should adapt definitions 

to local contexts while maintaining conceptual rigor.

Academic Value 
This glossary consolidates dispersed governance and civil society concepts into a 

single resource. By pairing definitions with practical applications, it serves as both an 

academic reference and a capacity-building tool. It enhances teaching, training, and 

strategic reflection in non-profit governance.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
Non-profit governance and civil society practice benefit from a shared conceptual 

vocabulary. This glossary equips boards, executives, and researchers with essential 

terms for understanding challenges and opportunities. Organizations are encouraged 
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to integrate glossary terms into training programs, strategic planning, and evaluation 

processes to strengthen governance and resilience.
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