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Introduction 
Accountability has emerged as a fundamental 

foundation of legitimacy within the non-profit sector. 

Unlike private corporations, which are primarily 

accountable to shareholders, or public agencies, which 

answer to electorates, non-profit organisations 

navigate a complex landscape of diffuse 

accountability. In this context, stakeholders are 

numerous, expectations are diverse, and legitimacy 

cannot be taken for granted (Ebrahim, 2003; Edwards 

& Hulme, 1996). Accountability, therefore, is not 

merely a procedural or administrative requirement but 

functions as a strategic and ethical resource that 

sustains public trust, donor confidence, and fidelity to 
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organisational mission. Without credible 

accountability practices, non-profits risk reputational 

damage and the erosion of the social contract with the 

communities they serve (Najam, 1996; Suchman, 

1995).

The literature often distinguishes between 

accountability as an instrumental practice and 

accountability as an intrinsic value. The instrumental 

dimension is associated with compliance, donor 

assurance, and regulatory obligations, operating as a 

mechanism of control to ensure efficient resource 

management, adherence to rules, and proper 

documentation of outputs (Koppell, 2005). In contrast, 
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the intrinsic dimension emphasises an ethical duty to 

communities and beneficiaries. Here, accountability 

goes beyond external standards, encompassing 

transparent engagement with stakeholders, honouring 

mission commitments, and aligning organisational 

practices with broader social values (Ebrahim, 2010; 

Banks et al., 2015). These dimensions frequently 

coexist in tension, compelling organisations to 

navigate the complex interplay between compliance 

pressures and moral responsibility.

Theoretical perspectives from governance and public 

administration have significantly shaped the 

understanding of accountability. Principal–agent 
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theory frames accountability as a contractual 

mechanism designed to align the interests of resource 

providers (principals) with those of organisational 

actors (agents), thereby mitigating the risks of 

opportunism and mission drift (Jensen & Meckling, 

1976). In contrast, stewardship theory emphasises the 

intrinsic motivation of managers to act in the 

organisation’s best interest, highlighting trust and 

alignment rather than control (Davis, Schoorman, & 

Donaldson, 1997). Stakeholder theory broadens the 

lens by recognising multiple actors—including 

donors, beneficiaries, governments, staff, and 

communities—each with legitimate claims to 
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accountability (Freeman, 1984). Legitimacy theory 

situates accountability as a mechanism for securing 

social acceptance and justifying an organisation’s 

continued existence within broader institutional 

contexts (Suchman, 1995). Together, these 

frameworks demonstrate that accountability is neither 

singular nor fixed, but rather a contested field that 

encompasses theory, practice, and values.

The urgency of accountability is further highlighted 

by recurring crises of trust within the non-profit 

sector. High-profile scandals involving financial 

mismanagement, aid diversion, and ethical 

misconduct have eroded public confidence and 
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amplified demands for transparency (Transparency 

International, 2018; BBC, 2018). These events reveal 

the fragility of organisational legitimacy and the 

limitations of compliance-focused approaches alone. 

Donors now require detailed reporting, and regulators 

enforce increasingly stringent oversight; however, 

these measures alone have not entirely prevented 

ethical breaches or restored trust (Gugerty & Prakash, 

2010). The central challenge, therefore, lies in 

developing accountability frameworks that extend 

beyond procedural compliance to address more 

profound questions of ethics, trust, and power.
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It is equally important to understand accountability as 

a negotiation of power rather than a purely technical 

procedure. Donor-driven mechanisms often reinforce 

asymmetries, privileging upward accountability to 

funders over downward accountability to communities 

(Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Banks et al., 2015). 

Conversely, participatory and rights-based approaches 

emphasise rebalancing accountability toward 

beneficiaries, framing it as a practice of empowerment 

and justice (Cornwall, 2007). This perspective 

highlights the inherently political nature of 

accountability: it is not merely about providing 

information, but also about determining who can 
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demand explanations, who sets the standards, and 

whose voices carry authority.

Against this backdrop, this book positions 

accountability as both a compliance mechanism and 

an ethical negotiation of power. It explores 

accountability as a balancing act between control and 

trust, legitimacy and burden, and the sometimes 

competing expectations of diverse stakeholders. By 

integrating theoretical perspectives with practical 

mechanisms, illustrative case studies, and emerging 

innovations, this work provides a critical yet 

constructive account of how non-profits can 

strengthen accountability to support organisational 
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resilience, enhance legitimacy, and maximise mission 

impact.
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CHAPTER 1. THEORETICAL 
FOUNDATIONS OF 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
The concept of accountability in non-profit 

organisations has been theorised through a variety of 

models, each emphasising different dimensions of the 

relationship between organisations and their 

stakeholders. Principal–agent theory frames 

accountability as a contractual arrangement whereby 

resource providers delegate authority to organisational 

actors and maintain oversight to mitigate opportunism 

and mission drift (Jensen & Meckling, 1976; Ebrahim, 

2003). This perspective emphasises reporting, 

auditing, and monitoring as key mechanisms to ensure 
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compliance with donor expectations; however, it has 

been critiqued for focusing on financial stewardship 

while neglecting broader ethical and social 

considerations (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). 

Stewardship theory, in contrast, posits that 

organisational leaders are intrinsically motivated to 

act in the best interests of the mission, emphasising 

trust, alignment, and empowerment over surveillance 

(Davis, Schoorman, & Donaldson, 1997). This 

approach suggests that overly strict compliance 

regimes may undermine commitment and innovation 

by presuming bad faith rather than cultivating 

stewardship. Stakeholder perspectives further broaden 
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the accountability landscape by acknowledging the 

multiplicity of actors, including donors, staff, 

beneficiaries, regulators, and communities, each of 

whom holds legitimate claims on organisational 

behaviour (Freeman, 1984). Legitimacy theory 

complements these frameworks by situating 

accountability as a mechanism through which 

organisations secure societal acceptance, aligning 

their practices with prevailing norms and values to 

justify their continued existence (Suchman, 1995).

The historical emergence of accountability within the 

non-profit sector is closely linked to the rapid 

expansion of international NGOs during the late 
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twentieth century, often referred to as the “NGO 

boom” (Salamon, 1994; Clark, 1995). This period 

witnessed an increase in donor funding from bilateral 

and multilateral institutions, heightening scrutiny over 

effectiveness, efficiency, and legitimacy (Edwards & 

Hulme, 1996). Concurrently, scandals involving the 

misuse of funds and questions of representativeness 

intensified the need for institutionalised accountability 

practices, including codes of conduct, certification 

schemes, and mandatory reporting requirements 

(Najam, 1996; Gugerty & Prakash, 2010). This 

historical juncture illustrates that accountability 

emerged both as a defensive response to external 
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criticism and as a proactive strategy to ensure 

organisational sustainability. However, the diffusion 

of accountability norms was asymmetrical, often 

privileging upward accountability to donors over 

downward accountability to communities, reflecting 

structural power imbalances between the Global North 

and Global South (Banks et al., 2015).

Debates within the literature further distinguish 

accountability as compliance from accountability as 

learning. The compliance-oriented view 

conceptualises accountability as a set of formal 

procedures—audits, performance indicators, and 

regulatory reporting—designed to ensure adherence to 
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external standards (Koppell, 2005). Compliance 

mechanisms may enhance transparency and mitigate 

malpractice, but they often emphasise form over 

substance, producing ritualised reports that satisfy 

donor expectations without meaningfully improving 

organisational effectiveness (Power, 1997; Ebrahim, 

2005). Conversely, accountability serves as a learning 

framework mechanism, providing tools for feedback, 

reflection, and adaptive management, enabling 

organisations to draw lessons from both successes and 

failures, adapt strategies, and engage more effectively 

with stakeholders (Patton, 2008). Reconciling these 

approaches remains a central challenge, as learning-
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oriented practices require flexibility, openness to 

failure, and iterative adaptation, which may conflict 

with donor-driven compliance pressures (Jordan & 

Van Tuijl, 2006).

Ethical and normative foundations underpin all forms 

of accountability, with transparency and integrity 

emerging as moral imperatives for non-profit 

organisations (Grey, Owen, & Adams, 1996). 

Accountability extends beyond financial probity to 

encompass honesty in reporting achievements, 

inclusivity in decision-making, and responsibility in 

managing power relations with stakeholders 

(Cornwall, 2007). Critics caution against reducing 
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accountability to technical performance metrics, 

advocating instead for its reclamation as a practice of 

empowerment, solidarity, and democratic governance 

(O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2008). In this sense, 

transparency entails not only the disclosure of 

information but also the facilitation of genuine 

dialogue and mutual recognition between 

organisations and the communities they serve. 

Integrating these ethical dimensions underscores that 

accountability operates simultaneously as a 

governance mechanism and a moral relationship, 

bridging organisational practices with broader societal 

values.
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Chapter 1: Summary – Theoretical 
Foundations of Accountability 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter introduces the theoretical underpinnings 

of accountability in non-profit organisations, 

highlighting its importance for organisational 

legitimacy, stakeholder trust, and ethical governance.

2. Key Concepts and Principles

• Principal–Agent Theory: Frames 

accountability as oversight to prevent 

opportunism, emphasising reporting, auditing, 

and monitoring.

• Stewardship Theory: Suggests organisational 

leaders are intrinsically motivated to act in the 
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organisation’s best interest, focusing on trust 

and empowerment.

• Stakeholder Perspectives: Recognises 

multiple actors (donors, staff, beneficiaries, 

regulators) with legitimate claims on 

organisational behaviour.

• Legitimacy Theory: Positions accountability 

as alignment with societal norms to justify 

organisational existence.

• Compliance vs. Learning Accountability: 

Distinguishes formal adherence to rules from 

adaptive, feedback-driven approaches.
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• Ethical and Normative Foundations: 

Emphasises transparency, integrity, inclusivity, 

and responsible power management.

3. Challenges or Considerations

• Overemphasis on compliance can neglect 

ethical and social dimensions.

• Power imbalances often prioritise donor 

expectations over community needs.

• Reconciling learning-oriented practices with 

rigid donor requirements is difficult.

• Ethical accountability may be difficult to 

operationalise in complex organisational 

contexts.
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4. Strategies and Best Practices

• Integrate compliance and learning approaches 

to balance oversight and organisational 

improvement.

• Foster stewardship and trust to enhance 

intrinsic motivation and ethical behaviour.

• Engage multiple stakeholders to ensure 

inclusive accountability.

• Embed transparency and dialogue as core 

organisational practices.

5. Real-World Examples or Case Studies

• Historical expansion of international NGOs 

(“NGO boom”) illustrates accountability 
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emerging as both defensive (responding to 

scrutiny and scandals) and proactive (ensuring 

sustainability).

• Asymmetrical adoption of accountability norms 

shows upward accountability to donors often 

outweighs downward accountability to 

communities.

6. Key Takeaways for Practical Application

• Accountability is multidimensional, combining 

governance, ethical, and relational aspects.

• Organisations should balance compliance, 

learning, and stakeholder engagement to 

achieve legitimacy and trust.
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• Embedding ethical principles and participatory 

practices strengthens accountability and 

organisational effectiveness.

 of  30 161



Accountability: Building Trust through Transparency

CHAPTER 2. DIMENSIONS OF 
ACCOUNTABILITY IN NON-
PROFITS 
Accountability in non-profit organisations manifests 

across multiple dimensions, reflecting the diverse 

relationships these entities maintain with external and 

internal stakeholders. Upward accountability pertains 

to the obligations of NGOs toward resource providers 

and regulatory authorities, including donors, 

governments, and multilateral institutions. This form 

of accountability emphasises financial reporting, 

program evaluation, and adherence to legal and 

contractual frameworks (Ebrahim, 2003; Edwards & 

Hulme, 1996). Donors often require detailed 
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monitoring reports, performance indicators, and 

logical frameworks to ensure that resources are 

deployed efficiently and in alignment with intended 

purposes (Gugerty & Prakash, 2010), while 

governments impose registration, auditing, and 

reporting requirements that formalise operational 

boundaries (Chahim & Prakash, 2014). Upward 

accountability can enhance transparency and reduce 

risks of corruption. However, it may distort 

organisational priorities, as excessive reporting 

burdens can shift focus from community needs to 

donor requirements, generating mission drift (Banks, 

Hulme, & Edwards, 2015). Furthermore, the 
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hierarchical nature of upward accountability positions 

donors and regulatory authorities as primary arbiters 

of legitimacy, often marginalising beneficiary voices 

and raising questions regarding whether such 

mechanisms primarily serve public interest or 

institutional self-protection (Najam, 1996; Bebbington 

et al., 2008).

Downward accountability addresses the 

responsibilities of NGOs toward the communities and 

individuals they serve. Unlike the formalised 

obligations characteristic of upward accountability, 

downward accountability relies on participatory 

mechanisms, feedback loops, and trust-based 
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relationships (Cornwall, 2007; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 

2008). Instruments such as community scorecards, 

citizen report cards, and participatory monitoring 

processes aim to empower beneficiaries by providing 

them with meaningful influence over organisational 

decisions (World Bank, 2004; Gaventa & Barrett, 

2012). Despite its normative appeal, downward 

accountability remains the least institutionalised 

dimension in practice, as beneficiaries frequently lack 

the resources, platforms, or leverage to hold NGOs to 

account, particularly in contexts of poverty, illiteracy, 

or political repression (Chambers, 1997; Hickey & 

Mohan, 2005). In some cases, NGOs implement 
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participatory processes instrumentally to satisfy donor 

expectations without genuinely redistributing 

decision-making power, a phenomenon characterised 

as tokenistic participation (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). 

Strengthening downward accountability, therefore, 

requires not only procedural tools but also cultural and 

structural transformations in how organisations 

conceptualise their obligations to communities.

Accountability focuses on governance structures, 

leadership, and staff relations within NGOs, 

emphasising mechanisms of oversight, strategic 

guidance, and fiduciary responsibility. Effective 

boards play a central role in upholding accountability 
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through governance functions and by ensuring that 

executive actions align with organisational mission 

and values (Cornforth, 2012). Human resource 

practices, including transparent performance 

evaluations, fair employment policies, and 

mechanisms for staff voice, constitute critical 

dimensions of internal accountability (Brown, 2007). 

Nonetheless, internal accountability is often 

challenged by imbalances of power between boards 

and executives, with boards being either too weak to 

enforce oversight or excessively intrusive, thereby 

creating tensions between operational autonomy and 

governance oversight (Cornforth & Brown, 2014). 
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Staff participation in decision-making is frequently 

limited, despite evidence that inclusive governance 

strengthens legitimacy and organisational 

effectiveness (Michels, 2011). Achieving robust 

internal accountability, therefore, necessitates a 

balance between formal governance mechanisms and 

organisational cultures that promote transparency, 

dialogue, and participatory decision-making.

Beyond hierarchical and internal relationships, non-

profits are also accountable laterally to their peers 

within networks, coalitions, and federations. Lateral 

accountability encompasses mutual monitoring, 

collective standard-setting, and reputational 
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interdependence among organisations (Gugerty, 

2008). Participation in coalitions such as the 

Humanitarian Accountability Partnership or the 

Sphere Project entails a commitment to shared norms 

and peer evaluation, reinforcing accountability 

standards and mitigating free-riding risks (Jordan & 

Van Tuijl, 2006). However, lateral accountability often 

relies on voluntary adherence rather than enforceable 

sanctions, which limits its reliability. Additionally, 

competition for donor resources may undermine peer 

solidarity, as NGOs prioritise self-promotion over 

collective learning (Gugerty & Prakash, 2010; Cooley 

& Ron, 2002). Despite these limitations, lateral 
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accountability is increasingly significant in 

transnational advocacy networks, where collective 

legitimacy depends on the reinforcement of shared 

standards and practices (Keck & Sikkink, 1998).

Accountability is neither uniform nor context-

independent. Comparative analyses reveal that the 

Global North often institutionalises accountability 

through regulatory regimes, professional codes, and 

donor-driven frameworks, whereas in the Global 

South, accountability is frequently mediated by local 

political conditions, informal norms, and community-

based relationships (Anheier, 2014; Banks et al., 

2015). NGOs are commonly assessed according to 
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financial and governance compliance, while Southern 

NGOs face scrutiny for representativeness, legitimacy, 

and alignment with local priorities (Chahim & 

Prakash, 2014). Sectoral variation further shapes 

accountability practices: humanitarian organizations 

prioritize immediate service delivery and protection, 

often under conditions that complicate downward 

accountability (Slim, 2002); advocacy organizations 

emphasize accountability to constituencies and social 

movements, linking legitimacy to representational 

claims rather than service outputs (Jordan & Van Tuijl, 

2006); development NGOs operate at an intermediate 

position, balancing donor compliance with sustained 
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community engagement. Together, these comparative 

perspectives illustrate that accountability in non-

profits is a dynamic, context-sensitive phenomenon, 

shaped by institutional, cultural, and sectoral factors.
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Chapter 2: Summary – Dimensions 
of Accountability in Non-Profits 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter examines the multiple dimensions of 

accountability in non-profit organisations, highlighting 

the diverse obligations these entities hold toward 

external stakeholders, internal staff, peer 

organisations, and communities. Understanding these 

dimensions is critical for ensuring transparency, 

legitimacy, and ethical governance.

2. Key Concepts and Principles

• Upward Accountability: Obligations to 

donors, governments, and regulatory 

authorities, focusing on financial reporting, 
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program evaluation, and compliance with legal 

and contractual frameworks.

• Downward Accountability: Responsibilities 

toward beneficiaries and communities, 

emphasizing participatory processes, feedback 

mechanisms, and empowerment.

• Internal Accountability: Governance 

structures, board oversight, leadership, and staff 

relations, including transparent performance 

evaluation and participatory decision-making.

• Lateral Accountability: Peer-based 

responsibility within networks, coalitions, and 

federations, involving mutual monitoring, 
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collective standard-setting, and reputational 

interdependence.

• Contextual Variations: Accountability 

practices vary by region (Global North vs. 

Global South) and sector (humanitarian, 

advocacy, development), influenced by 

institutional, cultural, and political factors.

3. Challenges or Considerations

• Excessive upward accountability can lead to 

mission drift and marginalisation of beneficiary 

voices.

• Downward accountability is often 

underdeveloped due to limited resources, 
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tokenistic participation, or lack of leverage 

among communities.

• Internal accountability may be hampered by 

power imbalances between boards and 

executives or limited staff participation.

• Lateral accountability is largely voluntary and 

may be weakened by competition for resources 

among peer organisations.

• Contextual and sectoral differences complicate 

the uniform application of accountability 

standards.

4. Strategies and Best Practices
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• Balance upward, downward, internal, and 

lateral accountability to create a comprehensive 

system of oversight.

• Implement participatory mechanisms to 

strengthen community influence on decision-

making.

• Promote transparent governance, inclusive 

leadership, and staff engagement to reinforce 

internal accountability.

• Establish peer networks and coalition 

participation to enhance lateral accountability 

and shared standards.
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• Adapt accountability practices to local political, 

cultural, and sectoral contexts for relevance and 

legitimacy.

5. Real-World Examples or Case Studies

• Coalitions and Networks: Participation in 

initiatives like the Humanitarian Accountability 

Partnership or Sphere Project demonstrates 

lateral accountability through shared norms and 

peer evaluation.

• Global Contexts: Northern NGOs rely on 

regulatory and donor frameworks, whereas 

Southern NGOs often operate within informal 
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community-based accountability mechanisms, 

reflecting contextual variation.

6. Key Takeaways for Practical Application

• Accountability in non-profits is 

multidimensional, requiring attention to 

multiple stakeholders simultaneously.

• Effective accountability balances compliance, 

empowerment, and peer engagement while 

remaining sensitive to context and sector.

• Organisations should integrate participatory and 

transparent practices at all levels to strengthen 

legitimacy and ethical governance.
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CHAPTER 3. MECHANISMS OF 
ACCOUNTABILITY IN NON-
PROFITS 
Mechanisms of accountability in non-profit 

organisations encompass a combination of financial, 

participatory, and external monitoring tools that 

collectively aim to ensure responsible, transparent, 

and effective performance. Financial reporting has 

long been regarded as a central pillar of 

accountability, providing a means for NGOs to 

demonstrate responsible stewardship of donor and 

public resources. Reports, audited statements, and 

budget disclosures supply transparency to funders, 

regulators, and the broader public and are frequently 
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mandated by legal and contractual obligations 

(Ebrahim, 2003; Keating & Frumkin, 2003). Audits 

serve to validate financial information, signalling that 

reporting has been externally verified and reducing 

risks of mismanagement or fraud (Yetman & Yetman, 

2004). Certifications, including adherence to 

international standards or participation in 

accountability networks, further reinforce legitimacy 

by demonstrating compliance with recognised norms 

(Gugerty & Prakash, 2010). However, reliance on 

financial mechanisms has limitations, as detailed 

accounting rarely reflects the actual effectiveness or 

social impact of organisational programs (Jordan & 
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Van Tuijl, 2006). Smaller grassroots organisations 

may lack the capacity to navigate complex reporting 

frameworks, which can potentially limit access to 

funding and marginalise local actors (Banks et al., 

2015). Financial reporting and audits, therefore, 

constitute only one dimension of accountability and 

must be supplemented by mechanisms that capture 

substantive performance.

Participatory tools have emerged to address the 

limitations of top-down accountability and to foster 

engagement with communities and beneficiaries. 

Scorecards, developed in contexts such as South Asia 

and Africa, allow service users to assess 
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organisational performance and generate feedback to 

guide improvements (World Bank, 2004; Gaventa & 

Barrett, 2012). Participatory budgeting extends these 

principles by directly involving community members 

in resource allocation decisions, ensuring that 

programmatic priorities reflect the perspectives of 

those most affected (Wampler, 2007). Evidence 

suggests that such participatory mechanisms can 

strengthen legitimacy, foster trust, and improve 

responsiveness to community needs. For instance, 

health sector scorecards in Malawi improved both 

service delivery and citizen empowerment (Bjorkman 

& Svensson, 2009), while participatory budgeting in 
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municipal projects has been shown to reduce elite 

capture and increase inclusivity (Fung & Wright, 

2003). Despite these benefits, participatory tools face 

challenges, including the need for sustained 

facilitation, vulnerability to co-optation by local elites, 

and operation within broader asymmetries of power 

that may limit transformative potential (Cooke & 

Kothari, 2001). Their effectiveness, therefore, depends 

on the context, design, and fidelity of implementation.

External monitoring through third-party actors such as 

watchdog organisations, rating agencies, and media 

outlets constitutes another layer of accountability. 

Evaluations, including those provided by platforms 

 of  53 161



Accountability: Building Trust through Transparency

such as Charity Navigator and GuideStar, aim to 

standardise information for donors and the public, 

enabling the evaluation of NGO performance 

(Gugerty, 2009). Watchdog groups and investigative 

journalists contribute to accountability by exposing 

misconduct, pressuring organisations to improve, and 

serving as intermediaries that bridge information gaps 

between NGOs and stakeholders (Prakash & Gugerty, 

2010; Fox, 2007). However, reliance on external 

monitoring is not without pitfalls. Organisations may 

focus disproportionately on measurable financial 

metrics, neglecting qualitative outcomes (Ebrahim & 

Weisband, 2007), while media coverage can 
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sensationalise issues, sometimes causing reputational 

harm even in the absence of substantiated 

wrongdoing. Ratings systems may privilege larger, 

resource-rich NGOs, capable of producing polished 

reports, and inadvertently marginalise smaller or local 

organisations (Cooley & RonWhilely, while external 

assessments play a vital role, they may simultaneously 

reinforce hierarchies and distort incentives.

A recurring concern in accountability discourse is the 

tension between ritual compliance and substantive 

accountability. The concept of the “audit society” 

highlights the risk that organisations prioritise formal 

verification over genuine performance improvement 
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(Power, 1997). In the non-profit sector, mechanisms 

are often employed performatively to satisfy donor 

requirements rather than to engage in meaningful 

learning and adaptation (Ebrahim, 2005). The 

phenomenon of “multiple accountabilities disorder” 

arises when organisations attempt to meet numerous, 

sometimes conflicting demands, generating 

bureaucratic overload and undermining effectiveness 

(Koppell, 2005). Substantive accountability, by 

contrast, emphasises dialogue, mutual learning, and 

responsiveness to diverse stakeholders, rather than 

mere compliance with reporting or checklists 

(O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2008). Innovations such as 
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participatory evaluation, adaptive management, and 

real-time feedback systems aim to transform 

accountability into a dynamic, responsive process. 

Ultimately, the credibility and legitimacy of 

accountability mechanisms hinge not solely on their 

existence but on the quality of their implementation 

and their capacity to generate trust and meaningful 

oversight.  
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Chapter 3: Summary – Mechanisms 
of Accountability in Non-Profits 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter explores the practical mechanisms 

through which accountability is operationalised in 

non-profit organisations. Understanding these 

mechanisms is essential to ensure responsible resource 

management, stakeholder trust, and organisational 

effectiveness beyond formal compliance.

2. Key Concepts and Principles

• Financial Reporting: Includes audited 

statements, budget disclosures, and compliance 

with legal obligations; ensures transparency to 

 of  58 161



Accountability: Building Trust through Transparency

donors, regulators, and the public but may not 

reflect programmatic effectiveness.

• Audits and Certifications: Independent 

verification of financial information and 

adherence to international or network standards 

strengthens credibility and legitimacy.

• Participatory Tools: Mechanisms such as 

scorecards, participatory budgeting, and 

community feedback foster engagement, 

empower beneficiaries, and improve 

responsiveness to local needs.

• External Monitoring: Third-party actors—

watchdogs, rating agencies, and media—
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standardise performance information, expose 

misconduct, and bridge information gaps, 

although they may prioritise financial metrics 

over qualitative outcomes.

• Substantive vs. Ritual Compliance: 

Organisations may focus on formal verification 

(“audit society”) rather than meaningful 

learning, while substantive accountability 

emphasises dialogue, adaptive management, 

and real-time responsiveness.

• Multiple Accountabilities Disorder (MAD): 

Arises when organisations face conflicting 

demands from various stakeholders, leading to 
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bureaucratic overload and reduced 

effectiveness.

3. Challenges or Considerations

• Financial reporting may privilege larger NGOs 

and exclude smaller grassroots organisations.

• Participatory mechanisms can be co-opted by 

local elites or fail under poor facilitation.

• External monitoring may sensationalise issues, 

create reputational risks, and reinforce 

hierarchies.

• Organisations often experience tension between 

compliance requirements and the goal of 

substantive accountability.
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• Implementing multiple accountability 

mechanisms simultaneously may generate 

bureaucratic overload.

4. Strategies and Best Practices

• Combine financial, participatory, and external 

mechanisms to create a multi-layered 

accountability system.

• Design participatory tools carefully to ensure 

genuine beneficiary influence and minimise co-

optation.

• Use external evaluations selectively to 

complement internal learning and improvement 

rather than solely for reputational purposes.
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• Prioritise substantive accountability by 

fostering dialogue, adaptive learning, and 

responsiveness to all stakeholders.

• Monitor organisational capacity to prevent 

multiple accountabilities disorder and reduce 

bureaucratic strain.

5. Real-World Examples or Case Studies

• Health Sector Scorecards in Malawi: 

Improved service delivery and citizen 

empowerment through participatory feedback 

(Bjorkman & Svensson, 2009).
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• Participatory Budgeting in Municipal 

Projects: Enhanced inclusivity and reduced 

elite capture (Fung & Wright, 2003).

• NGO Rating Platforms: Charity Navigator 

and GuideStar provide standardised 

performance evaluations, improving donor 

transparency.

6. Key Takeaways for Practical Application

• Accountability mechanisms must go beyond 

formal financial reporting to capture substantive 

organisational performance.
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• Participatory and adaptive approaches enhance 

legitimacy, trust, and responsiveness to 

stakeholders.

• Organisations should integrate multiple 

mechanisms carefully, ensuring they 

complement rather than conflict with each 

other.

• Effective implementation quality determines 

whether accountability mechanisms are 

genuinely meaningful and impactful.
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CHAPTER 4. TRANSPARENCY AS A 
TOOL FOR BUILDING TRUST 
Transparency in the non-profit sector functions as a 

critical mechanism for building trust, legitimacy, and 

accountability among diverse stakeholders. It is 

operationalised through public reporting, open data 

initiatives, and communication strategies that convey 

financial, programmatic, and normative information to 

donors, beneficiaries, and society at large. Reports, 

organisational websites, and social media platforms 

increasingly serve not only to disclose budgets and 

program outcomes but also to narrate organisational 

values and social impact, shaping stakeholder 

perceptions and reinforcing reputational credibility 
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(Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). Open data portals, 

modelled on principles from the open government 

movement, make budgets, monitoring results, and 

project outputs publicly accessible, enhancing 

opportunities for oversight and civic engagement 

(Meijer, Curtin, & Hillebrandt, 2012). The 

effectiveness of these transparency measures, 

however, is contingent upon stakeholders’ capacity to 

interpret and act upon disclosed information, as mere 

availability does not guarantee accountability (Heald, 

2006; Fox, 2007). Strategies that prioritise clarity, 

accessibility, and responsiveness, therefore, play a 

decisive role in translating transparency into trust.
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The expansion of digital platforms has further 

transformed transparency practices, enabling NGOs to 

disseminate information at unprecedented speed and 

scale. Dashboards, interactive maps, and real-time 

reporting tools facilitate widespread access to 

programmatic and financial data, while social media 

channels allow direct engagement with stakeholders 

and provide avenues for beneficiary feedback and 

grievance reporting (Harrison & Sayogo, 2014; 

Mergel, 2013). Digital innovations support more 

symmetrical relationships between organisations and 

their stakeholders, enhancing participatory 

accountability and collaborative oversight. However, 
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digitalisation also introduces new challenges. The 

persistence of digital divides may exclude 

marginalised populations from accessing transparent 

information, creating gaps in accountability between 

digitally connected donors and disconnected 

communities (Roberts, 2018). The proliferation of 

data carries risks of surveillance, privacy violations, 

and misuse of sensitive information, particularly in 

humanitarian or politically sensitive contexts 

(Latonero & Gold, 2015). Moreover, the demand for 

continuous, real-time reporting may shift 

organisational priorities toward speed and visibility at 

the expense of reflective learning, echoing 
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longstanding critiques of compliance-driven 

accountability (Power, 1997). Consequently, digital 

platforms simultaneously expand the reach of 

transparency and complicate its effective 

implementation.

Scholarly work highlights several paradoxes and risks 

associated with transparency. Transparency theatre 

occurs when organisations produce large volumes of 

information primarily to signal accountability rather 

than to enable meaningful scrutiny, creating a 

performative display of openness without empowering 

stakeholders (Cucciniello, Porumbescu, & 

Grimmelikhuijsen, 2017). Overload exacerbates this 
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challenge, as stakeholders struggle to extract relevant 

insights from dense or technical disclosures (Fung, 

Graham, & Weil, 2007). Transparency initiatives may 

also produce exclusionary effects, privileging those 

with technical expertise, literacy, or digital access 

while leaving marginalised communities unable to 

engage meaningfully, thereby reinforcing pre-existing 

power asymmetries (Heald, 2006). These critiques 

underscore that transparency must be evaluated not 

only by the quantity of information disclosed, but also 

by its clarity, relevance, and actionability.

The relationship between transparency and trust is 

inherently complex and often paradoxical. 
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Transparency can enhance trust by signalling honesty, 

reducing uncertainty, and demonstrating ethical 

commitment, but excessive disclosure may have 

counterproductive effects, including reputational 

harm, stakeholder cynicism, or perceptions of 

bureaucratic overreach (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2012; 

O’Neill, 2002). Stakeholders interpret transparency 

initiatives differently: donors may perceive detailed 

disclosures as reassuring, whereas local communities 

may view them as irrelevant or inaccessible, 

highlighting the context-dependent nature of trust 

formation (Christensen & Cheney, 2015; Hood, 2010). 

Transparency thus requires balancing openness with 
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sensitivity to stakeholder needs, ensuring that 

information-sharing practices not only disclose data 

but also foster confidence, relational trust, and 

organisational legitimacy. In this sense, transparency 

is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 

accountability, functioning as a relational mechanism 

that interacts dynamically with broader cultural, 

institutional, and social factors.

 Transparency initiatives are designed not merely to 

disclose but also to build relationships of confidence 

and legitimacy.
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Chapter 4: Summary – 
Transparency as a Tool for Building 
Trust 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter examines transparency as a central 

mechanism for building trust, legitimacy, and 

accountability in non-profit organisations. 

Transparency is not only about information disclosure 

but also about creating relationships of confidence 

with stakeholders, including donors, beneficiaries, 

regulators, and the public.

2. Key Concepts and Principles

• Transparency Mechanisms: Public reporting, 

open data portals, organisational websites, 
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social media, dashboards, and interactive tools 

disseminate financial, programmatic, and 

normative information.

• Digital Transparency: Real-time reporting, 

online dashboards, and social media enable 

rapid dissemination, participatory feedback, and 

collaborative oversight.

• Trust-Building Function: Transparency 

signals honesty, ethical commitment, and 

reliability, fostering relational trust between 

NGOs and stakeholders.

• Actionability and Accessibility: Effective 

transparency requires information to be clear, 
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relevant, and understandable for diverse 

audiences; mere availability does not ensure 

accountability.

3. Challenges or Considerations

• Digital Divides: Marginalised populations may 

lack access to online information, limiting their 

participation in transparency processes.

• Data Risks: Privacy violations, misuse of 

sensitive information, and surveillance risks are 

heightened in humanitarian or politically 

sensitive contexts.

• Transparency Theatre: Overproduction of 

information for performative purposes can 
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signal accountability without enabling 

meaningful stakeholder engagement.

• Information Overload: Dense, technical, or 

excessive disclosures may overwhelm 

stakeholders, reducing comprehension and 

actionability.

• Paradox of Trust: Excessive transparency can 

cause reputational harm, cynicism, or 

perceptions of bureaucratic overreach, 

highlighting the context-dependent nature of 

trust formation.

4. Strategies and Best Practices
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• Prioritise clarity, relevance, and accessibility in 

all transparency initiatives.

• Tailor disclosures to stakeholder capacities, 

ensuring inclusion of marginalised 

communities.

• Use digital tools to facilitate participatory 

engagement and real-time feedback, while 

mitigating risks of data misuse.

• Balance quantitative disclosure with qualitative 

narratives to communicate organisational values 

and social impact.
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• Evaluate transparency not only on quantity but 

also on its capacity to foster trust, confidence, 

and legitimacy.

5. Real-World Examples or Applications

• Open Data Portals: Inspired by the open 

government movement, NGOs publish budgets, 

monitoring results, and project outputs for 

public oversight (Meijer, Curtin, & Hillebrandt, 

2012).

• Digital Dashboards: Enable real-time program 

tracking and direct stakeholder engagement, 

increasing participatory accountability 

(Harrison & Sayogo, 2014).
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• Social Media Channels: Provide platforms for 

beneficiaries to give feedback and report 

grievances, enhancing organisational 

responsiveness.

6. Key Takeaways for Practical Application

• Transparency is a relational mechanism: it 

builds trust and legitimacy when stakeholders 

can access, interpret, and act on information.

• Digitalisation expands the reach of transparency 

but requires careful attention to inclusion, 

privacy, and interpretability.

• Effective transparency balances openness with 

stakeholder sensitivity, ensuring disclosures 
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strengthen rather than undermine 

accountability.

• Transparency alone does not guarantee 

accountability; it must interact with 

participatory, internal, and external mechanisms 

to generate meaningful oversight.
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CHAPTER 5. CHALLENGES IN 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
Accountability in the non-profit sector is shaped by a 

range of structural, operational, and ethical 

challenges, which frequently intersect and reinforce 

one another. Among the most persistent obstacles are 

power asymmetries between donors and beneficiaries. 

Donors often dictate reporting formats, performance 

indicators, and program priorities, creating a tension 

between upward accountability to funders and 

downward accountability to service recipients 

(Ebrahim, 2003). This imbalance can marginalise 

local voices, resulting in programs that satisfy donor 

requirements while failing to effectively address 
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community needs (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). The 

effects of such asymmetries are particularly 

pronounced in the Global South, where funding 

dependency exacerbates structural inequalities and 

incentivises compliance-oriented approaches that may 

deviate from organisational missions, leading to 

mission drift (Fowler, 2000). Accountability 

frameworks must therefore recognise these power 

differentials and embed mechanisms for meaningful 

community participation, ensuring that beneficiaries 

can influence organisational decision-making in 

substantive ways (Banks et al., 2015).
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The administrative burdens associated with 

accountability further complicate non-profit 

operations. Reporting, audits, and regulatory 

documentation often consume significant 

organisational resources, diverting staff time from 

program delivery to bureaucratic tasks (Lewis, 2007). 

Smaller and mid-sized organisations are particularly 

vulnerable, as limited capacity and expertise can 

undermine both operational effectiveness and 

compliance (Toepler, 2006). Excessive administrative 

load may contribute to staff burnout, reduce 

organisational agility, and encourage superficial 

adherence to rules rather than substantive ethical 
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engagement (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). 

Designing accountability mechanisms, therefore, 

requires balancing rigour with feasibility, streamlining 

reporting processes, and providing capacity-building 

support to ensure that compliance enhances learning 

and engagement rather than functioning as a purely 

bureaucratic obligation.

Accountability dilemmas also emerge around the 

tension between confidentiality and openness. 

Humanitarian organisations, in particular, must 

navigate the ethical and operational risks associated 

with the disclosure of sensitive information, including 

potential threats to beneficiaries, staff, and partner 
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organisations (Macdonald, 2008). Open data 

initiatives and public reporting may strengthen donor 

trust; however, they also risk exposing vulnerable 

populations or compromising operational security. 

These dilemmas highlight that accountability is not 

merely technical but fundamentally ethical, requiring 

deliberate decisions about what information to 

disclose, to whom, and in which format (Kapucu & 

Demiroz, 2017). Governance structures, risk 

assessment protocols, and ethical frameworks are 

essential in ensuring that transparency practices do not 

inadvertently harm the communities NGOs aim to 

serve.
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Sectoral differences further shape accountability 

challenges. Humanitarian NGOs operate under 

extreme conditions, where speed, resource scarcity, 

and crisis-response imperatives dominate decision-

making. In such contexts, the emphasis on downward 

accountability may conflict with the demands of rapid 

donor reporting and compliance (Mitchell, 2002). 

Advocacy organisations, by contrast, are often 

accountable to broader coalitions, networks, and 

public constituencies rather than to immediate 

beneficiaries, requiring accountability frameworks 

that reflect their long-term influence and strategic 

objectives. These sector-specific dynamics underscore 
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the need for contextualised accountability approaches, 

highlighting the limitations of uniform compliance 

standards and the benefits of flexible, adaptive 

governance structures that can accommodate diverse 

missions and operational realities (Brinkerhoff, 2003).

Finally, a central paradox in accountability arises from 

the tension between donor-driven and mission-driven 

priorities. Nonprofits must simultaneously satisfy 

funders’ expectations and maintain fidelity to 

organisational values and ethical commitments 

(Ebrahim, 2005). Emphasis on donor-driven reporting 

can compromise autonomy and long-term legitimacy, 

particularly when external funding criteria do not 
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align with local needs or organisational ethics. 

Accountability, while more holistic and aligned with 

social impact objectives, often lacks standardised 

metrics and may be perceived as less rigorous by 

funders (Renz, 2016). Contemporary NGOs must 

therefore navigate this dual accountability logic by 

developing hybrid frameworks that integrate external 

compliance requirements with internal mission 

fidelity, thereby safeguarding community trust, ethical 

integrity, and organisational legitimacy.
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Chapter 5: Summary – Challenges 
in Accountability 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter explores the structural, operational, and 

ethical challenges that shape accountability in non-

profit organisations. These challenges arise from 

power imbalances, administrative burdens, sectoral 

differences, ethical dilemmas, and the tension between 

donor-driven and mission-driven priorities. 

Understanding these obstacles is critical for designing 

accountability frameworks that are both effective and 

contextually appropriate.

2. Key Challenges
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1. Power Asymmetries Between Donors and 

Beneficiaries

◦ Donors often dictate reporting formats, 

performance indicators, and program 

priorities, creating tension between 

upward (donor) and downward 

(community) accountability.

◦ Local voices may be marginalised, 

particularly in the Global South, where 

funding dependency reinforces structural 

inequalities.
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◦ Consequences include mission drift and 

programs that prioritise donor 

satisfaction over community needs.

◦ Accountability frameworks should 

embed mechanisms for meaningful 

community participation (Banks et al., 

2015).

2. Administrative Burdens

◦ Reporting, audits, and regulatory 

compliance consume significant 

organisational resources.
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◦ Small and mid-sized NGOs are especially 

vulnerable due to limited capacity and 

expertise.

◦ Excessive bureaucracy can lead to staff 

burnout, reduced agility, and superficial 

compliance.

◦ Designing accountability mechanisms 

requires balancing rigor with feasibility 

and supporting capacity building 

(Cordery & Baskerville, 2011; Lewis, 

2007).

3. Ethical Tensions: Confidentiality vs. Openness
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◦ Disclosure of sensitive information 

carries risks to beneficiaries, staff, and 

partners.

◦ Humanitarian organisations must 

carefully weigh transparency against 

operational security.

◦ Ethical decision-making is essential in 

determining what information is shared, 

with whom, and in what format (Kapucu 

& Demiroz, 2017; Macdonald, 2008).

4. Sectoral Differences

◦ Humanitarian NGOs: High-pressure, 

crisis-response environments prioritise 
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speed, often conflicting with detailed 

reporting requirements.

◦ Advocacy NGOs: Accountability is 

directed toward coalitions, networks, and 

public constituencies rather than 

immediate beneficiaries.

◦ Sector-specific accountability requires 

flexible, adaptive governance that aligns 

with operational realities (Brinkerhoff, 

2003; Mitchell, 2002).

5. Tension Between Donor-Driven and Mission-

Driven Priorities
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◦ NGOs must satisfy funders while 

maintaining fidelity to organisational 

values and ethical commitments.

◦ Overemphasis on donor-driven metrics 

can compromise autonomy, legitimacy, 

and alignment with local needs.

◦ Hybrid accountability frameworks 

integrate external compliance with 

internal mission focus to safeguard trust, 

ethical integrity, and organisational 

legitimacy (Ebrahim, 2005; Renz, 2016).

3. Implications for Practice
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• Accountability systems should recognise and 

address power imbalances, ensuring beneficiary 

voices are not sidelined.

• Streamlined reporting and capacity support are 

crucial to reduce administrative burdens while 

maintaining compliance.

• Ethical frameworks must guide decisions on 

information disclosure, balancing transparency 

with protection of vulnerable populations.

• Adaptive, context-sensitive approaches are 

necessary to account for sectoral differences 

and operational realities.
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• Hybrid frameworks that reconcile donor 

demands with mission integrity help maintain 

organisational credibility, trust, and long-term 

legitimacy.
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CHAPTER 6. CASE STUDIES IN 
ACCOUNTABILITY PRACTICES 
This chapter examines how accountability is 

operationalised across diverse nonprofit organisational 

contexts through a comparative case study approach. 

Three types of organisations were purposively 

selected: a large international NGO (INGO), a small 

grassroots NGO, and a networked coalition, such as 

those involved in climate justice. The analytical 

framework integrates structural and relational 

dimensions of accountability, drawing on principal–

agent theory, stakeholder theory, and legitimacy 

frameworks (Ebrahim, 2003; Suchman, 1995). Data 

were collected through qualitative and documentary 
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analysis, including organisational reports, audits, 

stakeholder interviews, and secondary evaluations, 

which allowed for the exploration of accountability 

practices across various scales, sectors, and resource 

environments (Yin, 2014).

Large INGOs operate within complex, multi-

jurisdictional environments, managing diverse donor 

portfolios and regulatory obligations. Organisations 

such as Oxfam and Save the Children exemplify 

formalised upward accountability through elaborate 

financial reporting, multi-layered governance boards, 

and internal audit functions (Bies et al., 2019). These 

mechanisms ensure compliance with funder-imposed 
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standards, but translating formal accountability into 

substantive ethical engagement remains challenging. 

The geographic distance between central offices and 

field operations can lead to a misalignment between 

reported and actual program outcomes. Participatory 

mechanisms, such as community feedback loops or 

independent evaluations, are often underutilised, 

highlighting a persistent tension between bureaucratic 

reporting and meaningful engagement with 

beneficiaries (Banks et al., 2015).

In contrast, small grassroots NGOs operate with 

limited resources but firm community embeddedness, 

practising accountability relationally through trust, 
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local social norms, and direct interaction with 

beneficiaries (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). 

Organisations prioritise downward accountability, 

ensuring that programs respond to the needs of their 

communities. However, donor-driven compliance 

presents persistent challenges. Standardised reporting 

formats, complex audits, and capacity constraints can 

divert staff time from strategic planning and 

engagement, requiring adaptive, improvisational 

strategies to balance mission-driven accountability 

with external requirements (Fowler, 2000; 

Brinkerhoff, 2003). This evidence underscores that 

effective accountability is not synonymous with 
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formal procedures; relational, context-sensitive 

practices can achieve meaningful impact even in 

resource-constrained settings.

Networked coalitions, such as climate justice 

alliances, illustrate a hybrid accountability model that 

combines formal governance elements with 

decentralised, peer-driven oversight. Mechanisms in 

these coalitions are often lateral, relying on shared 

norms, collective monitoring, and joint decision-

making among member organisations (Keck & 

Sikkink, 1998). These structures enhance flexibility 

and responsiveness, but they also introduce risks. The 

absence of centralised authority can lead to 
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inconsistent enforcement of standards and exacerbate 

power asymmetries among members. At the same 

time, efforts to maintain cohesion across diverse 

cultural, political, and resource contexts may limit 

transparency or slow corrective actions (Jenkins, 

2007). These cases highlight the potential of hybrid 

frameworks that integrate procedural safeguards, 

normative expectations, and technological tools to 

support collective accountability (Ebrahim, 2003; 

Banks et al., 2015).

Comparative analysis of these cases reveals several 

overarching insights. Organisational scale influences 

accountability approaches: large INGOs rely on 
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formal mechanisms but may risk disengagement from 

beneficiaries, whereas small NGOs emphasise 

relational practices but face administrative pressures. 

Accountability is highly context-dependent, 

necessitating adaptation to sector, cultural 

environment, and operational constraints. Hybrid 

mechanisms, as seen in networked coalitions, can 

enhance legitimacy and trust by combining formal, 

peer-driven, and participatory practices. Across all 

cases, organisations must navigate the tension 

between donor-driven reporting and mission-driven 

ethical accountability, ensuring that compliance does 

not compromise credibility or community trust 
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(Ebrahim, 2005). These findings reinforce that 

accountability is a complex interplay of governance 

structures, ethical responsibility, stakeholder relations, 

and power negotiation, requiring integrated 

mechanisms—both upward, downward, lateral, and 

internal—to maintain legitimacy and adapt to 

evolving organisational and environmental contexts.
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Chapter 6: Summary – Case 
Studies in Accountability Practices 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter explores accountability in practice 

through comparative case studies of three 

organisational types: a large international NGO 

(INGO), a small grassroots NGO, and a networked 

coalition (e.g., climate justice alliances). Using 

structural and relational frameworks—including 

principal–agent theory, stakeholder theory, and 

legitimacy theory—the chapter examines how 

accountability mechanisms operate across different 

scales, sectors, and resource contexts. Data sources 

include organisational reports, audits, stakeholder 
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interviews, and secondary evaluations (Ebrahim, 

2003; Suchman, 1995; Yin, 2014).

2. Case Analyses

1. Large INGOs

◦ Characteristics: Multi-jurisdictional 

operations, diverse donor portfolios, 

complex regulatory environments.

◦ Accountability Practices: Upward 

accountability through formal reporting, 

internal audits, multi-layered governance 

boards.

◦ Challenges:
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▪ Geographic and operational 

distance can create misalignment 

between reported and actual 

outcomes.

▪ Participatory mechanisms such as 

community feedback and 

independent evaluations are often 

underutilised.

◦ Insight: Strong formal compliance does 

not guarantee ethical engagement or 

meaningful beneficiary participation 

(Banks et al., 2015; Bies et al., 2019).

2. Small Grassroots NGOs
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◦ Characteristics: Limited resources but 

strong community embeddedness.

◦ Accountability Practices: Relational 

accountability through trust, local norms, 

and direct interaction with beneficiaries; 

prioritisation of downward 

accountability.

◦ Challenges:

▪ Donor-driven reporting and 

standardised audits can consume 

scarce resources.

▪ Staff must balance mission-driven 

accountability with external 
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compliance using adaptive 

strategies.

◦ Insight: Relational, context-sensitive 

accountability can be highly effective 

even without formal structures (Edwards 

& Hulme, 1996; Fowler, 2000).

3. Networked Coalitions

◦ Characteristics: Decentralised, peer-

driven alliances (e.g., climate justice 

networks).

◦ Accountability Practices: Hybrid model 

combining formal governance elements 

with lateral, peer-driven oversight, 
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collective monitoring, and joint decision-

making.

◦ Challenges:

▪ Absence of central authority may 

lead to inconsistent enforcement 

and power asymmetries.

▪ Coordination across diverse 

cultural and political contexts can 

slow transparency and corrective 

actions.

◦ Insight: Hybrid frameworks can support 

legitimacy and trust by integrating 

procedural safeguards, normative 
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expectations, and technological tools 

(Keck & Sikkink, 1998; Jenkins, 2007).

3. Comparative Insights

• Scale matters: Large INGOs rely on formal 

mechanisms but risk disengagement from 

beneficiaries; small NGOs emphasise relational 

practices but face administrative pressure.

• Context-dependency: Accountability 

approaches must adapt to sector, culture, and 

operational realities.

• Hybrid mechanisms: Integrating formal, 

participatory, and peer-driven practices can 

enhance legitimacy, trust, and adaptability.
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• Donor vs. mission tension: Organisations must 

navigate the dual logic of donor-driven 

compliance and mission-driven ethical 

accountability, ensuring that reporting 

requirements do not undermine credibility or 

community trust (Ebrahim, 2005).

4. Implications for Practice

• Accountability frameworks should combine 

upward, downward, lateral, and internal 

mechanisms to address diverse stakeholder 

needs.
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• Organisations must integrate formal 

compliance, relational trust, and participatory 

feedback for meaningful accountability.

• Flexibility and context-sensitive design are 

essential to maintain legitimacy, ethical 

integrity, and adaptive capacity in dynamic 

operational environments.
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CHAPTER 7. INNOVATIONS AND 
FUTURE TRENDS IN 
ACCOUNTABILITY 
Recent developments in accountability practices 

demonstrate a convergence of technological, cultural, 

and normative innovations that are reshaping how 

non-profits manage responsibilities to diverse 

stakeholders. Technological advancements have 

enabled greater efficiency, transparency, and 

stakeholder engagement. Real-time data collection 

and dashboard systems allow organisations to monitor 

program performance dynamically, reducing reporting 

lag and facilitating quicker corrective actions (Milan 

& Treré, 2019). Humanitarian INGOs are increasingly 
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deploying integrated digital platforms that consolidate 

financial, operational, and impact data, thereby 

simultaneously supporting both upward accountability 

to donors and downward accountability to 

beneficiaries. Blockchain technology holds additional 

promise by providing immutable and verifiable 

transaction records, which can potentially enhance 

trust and reduce opportunities for corruption or 

misreporting (Tapscott & Tapscott, 2016). Pilot 

applications in grant management and supply chain 

monitoring suggest that blockchain can provide 

beneficiaries with accessible transaction histories; 

however, empirical evidence of long-term efficacy 
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remains limited, and adoption is concentrated mainly 

in high-resource contexts (World Economic Forum, 

2020). Importantly, while digital tools streamline 

reporting and monitoring, they cannot substitute 

ethical governance, relational accountability, or 

organisational culture (Ebrahim, 2005).

Parallel to this, accountability is increasingly 

informed by culturally rooted and normative 

innovations. Indigenous governance practices 

emphasise relational accountability, reciprocity, and 

communal responsibility, offering alternative 

frameworks to Western-centric compliance models 

and strengthening legitimacy within local 
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communities (Cornwall & Brock, 2005). Feminist 

approaches expand the conceptualisation of 

accountability by foregrounding power dynamics, 

inclusivity, and participatory decision-making, thereby 

challenging hierarchical structures and centring the 

voices of marginalised individuals (Batliwala, 2011). 

Participatory grantmaking similarly demonstrates that 

decision-making processes themselves can act as 

accountability mechanisms, as communities or 

stakeholders influence funding allocations (Gordon et 

al., 2020). These innovations reflect a broader shift 

from top-down, donor-driven accountability toward 

relational, ethically grounded practices that are 
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context-sensitive and responsive to stakeholder 

expectations.

However, the adoption of innovative approaches 

entails risks and limitations. Tools may exacerbate 

existing inequalities, as they often privilege well-

resourced organisations while excluding smaller 

NGOs or grassroots actors (Hilgers & Ihl, 2010). 

Participatory processes can be vulnerable to elite 

capture, wherein powerful actors dominate decision-

making at the expense of marginalised stakeholders 

(Cornwall, 2008). Transparency initiatives can also 

encourage symbolic compliance, focusing on the 

appearance of accountability rather than substantive 
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outcomes (Ebrahim, 2003). Moreover, the 

digitalisation of accountability raises complex ethical 

questions regarding data privacy, surveillance, and 

consent, particularly in sensitive humanitarian or 

advocacy contexts. These considerations underscore 

the need for critical assessment and careful integration 

of technological, cultural, and normative innovations 

within comprehensive accountability frameworks.

Looking forward, the trajectory of accountability in 

non-profits is likely to involve hybrid models that 

combine technological efficiency, relational 

engagement, and normative grounding. Organisations 

must navigate trade-offs between speed, inclusivity, 
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and ethical integrity, ensuring that digital tools 

complement, rather than replace, relational and 

culturally informed practices. Future research should 

evaluate the long-term impacts of innovations, 

identify best practices for scaling without reinforcing 

inequities, and develop frameworks for ethical digital 

governance within non-profit contexts (Banks et al., 

2015; Tapscott & Tapscott, 2016). Cross-sectoral 

collaboration—bringing together NGOs, technology 

developers, donors, and communities—will be 

essential for co-creating accountability mechanisms 

that are contextually appropriate, sustainable, and 

socially just. Ultimately, innovations in accountability 
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have the potential not only to enhance transparency 

and control but also to foster trust, legitimacy, and 

empowerment among historically marginalised 

stakeholders.
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Chapter 7: Summary – Innovations 
and Future Trends in Accountability 
1. Overview of the Chapter

This chapter examines emerging innovations in 

accountability practices within the non-profit sector, 

highlighting technological, cultural, and normative 

developments. The discussion emphasises how these 

innovations reshape organisational responsibilities to 

donors, beneficiaries, and broader communities, while 

also considering risks and limitations. The chapter 

identifies trends toward hybrid models that integrate 

efficiency, relational engagement, and ethical 

governance.

2. Technological Innovations
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• Real-time data collection & dashboards: 

Enable dynamic monitoring of program 

performance, reducing reporting lag and 

facilitating corrective action (Milan & Treré, 

2019).

• Integrated digital platforms: Consolidate 

financial, operational, and impact data to 

support both upward (donor) and downward 

(beneficiary) accountability.

• Blockchain applications: Provide immutable 

transaction records, enhancing transparency, 

trust, and reducing corruption risks; pilot uses 

include grant management and supply chain 
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tracking (Tapscott & Tapscott, 2016; World 

Economic Forum, 2020).

• Limitations:

◦ Concentrated adoption in high-resource 

contexts.

◦ Digital tools cannot replace ethical 

governance, organisational culture, or 

relational accountability (Ebrahim, 

2005).

3. Cultural and Normative Innovations

• Indigenous governance practices: Emphasise 

relational accountability, reciprocity, and 

communal responsibility, offering alternative 
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models to Western-centric compliance 

(Cornwall & Brock, 2005).

• Feminist approaches: Focus on power 

dynamics, inclusivity, participatory decision-

making, and the centring of marginalised voices 

(Batliwala, 2011).

• Participatory grantmaking: Stakeholders 

influence funding decisions, making decision-

making processes themselves a form of 

accountability (Gordon et al., 2020).

• Implications: Reflect a shift from top-down, 

donor-driven frameworks to relational, context-

sensitive, and ethically grounded accountability.
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4. Risks and Limitations of Innovations

• Inequality: Technological tools often benefit 

well-resourced NGOs, potentially excluding 

smaller organisations or grassroots actors 

(Hilgers & Ihl, 2010).

• Elite capture: Participatory processes may be 

dominated by powerful actors, undermining 

inclusion (Cornwall, 2008).

• Symbolic compliance: Transparency initiatives 

can prioritise appearance over substantive 

outcomes (Ebrahim, 2003).

• Digital ethics: Issues of data privacy, consent, 

and surveillance pose significant challenges, 
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particularly in sensitive humanitarian or 

advocacy contexts.

5. Future Trends and Implications

• Hybrid accountability models: Combine 

digital efficiency, relational engagement, and 

normative grounding.

• Trade-offs: Organisations must balance speed, 

inclusivity, and ethical integrity; digital tools 

should complement, not replace, relational and 

culturally informed practices.

• Research priorities:
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◦ Assess long-term impacts of 

technological and participatory 

innovations.

◦ Identify strategies for scaling without 

reinforcing inequities.

◦ Develop frameworks for ethical digital 

governance in non-profit contexts (Banks 

et al., 2015; Tapscott & Tapscott, 2016).

• Cross-sectoral collaboration: Engaging 

NGOs, technology developers, donors, and 

communities to co-create contextually 

appropriate, sustainable, and socially just 

accountability mechanisms.
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• Overall potential: Innovations can enhance 

transparency, trust, legitimacy, and 

empowerment, particularly for historically 

marginalised stakeholders.
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CONCLUSION 
Accountability in non-profits emerges as a 

multidimensional construct that simultaneously 

balances control, trust, and legitimacy. Across the 

preceding chapters, it is evident that accountability 

cannot be reduced to mere compliance with donor 

requirements or regulatory mandates. Instead, it 

encompasses relational, ethical, and procedural 

dimensions that shape organisational legitimacy and 

stakeholder trust (Ebrahim, 2003; Najam, 1996). 

Compliance mechanisms, such as audits, reporting, 

and certification, provide a baseline of control and 

external assurance; however, they are insufficient to 

address the complex dynamics of trust between 
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organisations, beneficiaries, and communities 

(Cornwall, 2008). Trust requires transparency, 

participatory engagement, and ethical practice that 

extend beyond formal obligations, demonstrating that 

accountability is as relational as it is procedural 

(Edwards & Hulme, 1996).

This balancing act becomes particularly acute in 

contexts of resource asymmetry, sectoral diversity, 

and cross-cultural operations. Differentials in power 

between donors and communities, or between large 

INGOs and grassroots NGOs, complicate the 

negotiation of accountability, often producing 

paradoxes in which satisfying one stakeholder 
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expectation may undermine another (Banks et al., 

2015). Accountability should therefore be conceived 

as a dynamic, reflexive process that aligns 

organisational practices with ethical imperatives and 

stakeholder expectations (Ebrahim, 2005).

Accountability imposes administrative burdens 

through compliance costs, reporting requirements, and 

governance obligations, but it simultaneously creates 

opportunities for learning, legitimacy, and innovation. 

Organisations that approach accountability proactively 

can leverage it to strengthen their organisational 

culture, enhance donor confidence, and improve 

program effectiveness (Anheier, 2014). Participatory 
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mechanisms, such as community scorecards and 

stakeholder feedback loops, exemplify how 

accountability processes can serve dual purposes: 

ensuring oversight while fostering organisational 

learning and empowering stakeholders (Gordon et al., 

2020). However, the burdens of accountability are not 

uniformly distributed. Smaller NGOs and grassroots 

organisations often face disproportionate compliance 

pressures relative to their resources, which can limit 

their operational flexibility and reduce programmatic 

impact (Hilgers & Ihl, 2010). Recognising this duality 

highlights the importance of designing context-

sensitive accountability systems that are equitable, 
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scalable, and aligned with both organisational capacity 

and mission objectives.

Accountability requires integrating multiple 

mechanisms—financial, participatory, and digital—

into cohesive strategies that strike a balance between 

oversight and empowerment. Training, role clarity, 

and ethical governance frameworks are essential to 

operationalise accountability meaningfully (Cornforth, 

2012). Policymakers and donors should move beyond 

compliance-focused evaluation and support capacity-

building initiatives that strengthen both organisational 

learning and stakeholder engagement (Ebrahim & 

Weisband, 2007). For researchers, this synthesis 
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underscores the importance of investigating 

accountability holistically, encompassing relational, 

procedural, and technological dimensions. 

Comparative studies across different contexts, such as 

the Global North versus the Global South or advocacy 

versus humanitarian NGOs, can illuminate how 

organisational and environmental factors shape the 

effectiveness of accountability (Najam, 1996; 

Edwards, 2009).

The evolving landscape of accountability presents 

several avenues for future research. Empirical studies 

should develop metrics to evaluate the effectiveness of 

both compliance-based and participatory mechanisms, 
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considering organisational outcomes and stakeholder 

perceptions (Ebrahim, 2005). As digital tools, 

dashboards, and blockchain are increasingly adopted, 

research must assess their ethical implications, access 

disparities, and potential for reinforcing inequalities 

(Milan & Treré, 2019). Investigating how 

technological or participatory innovations shift power 

dynamics among donors, organisations, and 

communities will inform more equitable 

accountability models (Cornwall & Brock, 2005). 

Comparative research is needed on culturally 

embedded accountability practices, including 

indigenous governance, feminist accountability, and 
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community-driven oversight. Addressing these 

research gaps will advance accountability not only as 

a mechanism of control but also as a tool for 

legitimacy, trust, and ethical practice in non-profits 

worldwide.
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Appendices 
Appendix A. Sample Accountability 
Frameworks 
This appendix provides structured frameworks that 

non-profits can adopt to strengthen their 

accountability practices. Each framework addresses 

key accountability dimensions—upward, downward, 

internal, and lateral—and provides clear metrics for 

monitoring performance and transparency.

1. Governance and Board Accountability Framework

• Role clarity: define responsibilities of board 

members and executives.

• Reporting schedule: quarterly financial and 

programmatic reports.
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• Performance metrics: mission alignment, 

beneficiary reach, compliance with laws.

• Evaluation mechanism: internal audits, annual 

board review. 

(Source: Taylor, Chait & Holland, 1996; 

Bovens, 2007)

2. Donor Accountability Framework

• Financial transparency: clear budget reporting, 

third-party audits.

• Impact reporting: measurable outcomes and 

indicators.

• Communication: periodic updates, donor 

meetings, interactive dashboards.
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• Feedback loop: donor surveys and formal 

engagement mechanisms. 

(Source: Ebrahim, 2003; Edwards & Hulme, 

1996)

3. Beneficiary Accountability Framework

• Participation: regular consultation with 

beneficiaries on program design.

• Feedback mechanisms: suggestion boxes, 

community meetings, digital surveys.

• Reporting: summary of program outcomes 

shared with communities.

• Redress: clear procedures for complaints or 

grievances. 
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(Source: Cornwall, 2008; O’Dwyer & 

Unerman, 2008)
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Appendix B. Reporting Templates 
1. Annual Accountability Report Template

• Executive Summary: mission, scope, and 

context.

• Financial Overview: income, expenses, and 

audit summary.

• Programmatic Overview: key activities, 

outputs, and outcomes.

• Stakeholder Engagement: donor, community, 

and staff interactions.

• Lessons Learned & Next Steps: reflective 

assessment of accountability practices. 

(Based on: Ebrahim, 2005; Young, 2000)

2. Participatory Program Feedback Template
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• Beneficiary Name / Group: __________

• Program / Activity: __________

• Feedback Section: What worked well? What 

could improve?

• Suggestions for Action: __________

• Staff Response: __________ 

(Based on: Cornwall & Brock, 2005; Gordon, 

Breuer & Wegner, 2020)
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Appendix C. Participatory 
Accountability Tools 
1. Community Scorecards

• Communities evaluate service delivery against 

agreed indicators.

• Scores aggregated and shared with management 

for action.

• Encourages dialogue and co-responsibility. 

(Source: Cornwall, 2008; Hilgers & Ihl, 2010)

2. Participatory Budgeting

• Stakeholders decide on allocation of a portion 

of program resources.

• Transparency in decisions and expenditures is 

maintained.
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• Builds trust and strengthens downward 

accountability. 

(Source: Ebrahim & Weisband, 2007; Gordon, 

Breuer & Wegner, 2020)

3. Peer Accountability Reviews

• Networks of NGOs review each other’s 

practices and compliance.

• Focus on learning and improvement rather than 

punishment.

• Promotes lateral accountability across 

coalitions. 

(Source: Jordan & van Tuijl, 2006; Young, 

2000)
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Glossary of Terms 
Accountability — The obligation of non-profit 

organizations to be answerable to stakeholders, 

ensuring compliance, transparency, and ethical 

conduct.

Accountability paradox — The tension between 

fulfilling multiple accountability demands (upward, 

downward, internal, lateral) which can conflict or 

create excessive administrative burden.

Beneficiary accountability — Responsibility of non-

profits to engage, inform, and respond to communities 

and individuals directly affected by programs.
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Compliance burden — The administrative and 

financial costs associated with meeting external 

accountability requirements.

Digital accountability tools — Technology-enabled 

platforms or systems (dashboards, blockchain, open 

data) that facilitate monitoring, transparency, and 

stakeholder engagement.

Downward accountability — Mechanisms ensuring 

non-profits answer to communities, beneficiaries, and 

local stakeholders.

Ethical accountability — Accountability rooted in 

moral responsibility, mission integrity, and adherence 

to core organizational values.
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Governance accountability — Internal mechanisms 

of boards, leadership, and HR structures to maintain 

transparency, decision-making integrity, and 

oversight.

Instrumental accountability — Accountability 

aimed at fulfilling formal compliance requirements 

and assuring external stakeholders.

Intrinsic accountability — Accountability motivated 

by ethical duty, mission fidelity, and commitment to 

beneficiaries.

Lateral accountability — Peer-to-peer accountability 

across networks, alliances, or coalitions of non-profit 

organizations.
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Participatory accountability — Accountability 

processes actively involving beneficiaries and 

stakeholders in decision-making and evaluation.

Ritual compliance — Performing accountability 

tasks superficially to satisfy external requirements 

without substantive impact.

Substantive accountability — Meaningful 

accountability that genuinely improves organizational 

performance, transparency, and stakeholder trust.

Transparency — The proactive sharing of 

organizational information, decisions, and 

performance outcomes with stakeholders.
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Transparency theater — The superficial display of 

transparency that creates the appearance of openness 

without real accountability.

 

 of  160 161



Accountability: Building Trust through Transparency

EXPLORE MORE FROM THE NON-
PROFIT ESSENTIALS LIBRARY 
The Non-Profit Essentials collection doesn’t stop here! With 10 unique categories, 
this series covers every corner of non-profit excellence. Check out these other areas 
to find the support you need:

• Leadership & Strategy – frameworks for vision, decision-making, and 
long-term impact.

• Advocacy, Rights & Development – driving change through justice, 
equity, and global development.

• Training & Capacity Building – strengthening skills, organizations, and 
communities for sustainable growth.

• Research, Data & Evaluation – evidence-based tools to measure, learn, 
and improve.

• Philanthropy & Fundraising – innovative approaches to resource 
mobilization and donor engagement.

• Faith-Based & Intercultural Engagement – bridging traditions, values, and 
diverse communities.

• Communication & Public Speaking – strategies for influence, storytelling, 
and clarity of voice.

• Volunteerism & Community Engagement – empowering people to act, 
connect, and transform their communities.

• Technology & Digital Innovation – harnessing digital solutions for non-
profit effectiveness.

• Governance & Accountability – building trust through transparency, 
ethics, and responsible leadership.

Each category is packed with actionable insights to help you grow your organization, 
overcome challenges, and increase your impact. e your impact
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