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Abstract 
A clear understanding of governance concepts is essential for strengthening accountability, 
legitimacy, and performance in non-profit organizations. This Teaching Paper presents a 
glossary of key governance terms, each accompanied by a practical note linking theory to 
real-world application. Covering perspectives such as agency, stewardship, and stakeholder 
theory, alongside practical mechanisms like safeguarding, conflict of interest policies, and 
board charters, the glossary equips board members, executives, scholars, and students with a 
concise reference for governance learning and practice. By situating abstract concepts in 
practical governance contexts—such as donor relations, organizational crises, and 
participatory decision-making—the paper bridges academic theory and applied leadership. 
It offers a valuable resource for training, teaching, and organizational development.

Keywords 
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Executive Summary 
Governance debates often draw on abstract theories and technical terms. For practitioners 
and students, these concepts can appear distant from daily organizational challenges. This 
Teaching Paper addresses the gap by providing clear definitions and practical notes for 
essential governance terms.
Terms span governance theories (agency, stewardship, resource dependence, stakeholder), 
structural mechanisms (charters, codes, policies), and emerging practices (virtual 
governance, trust-based governance, distributed leadership). Each is explained in accessible 
language, with practical application for non-profit boards and executives.
The glossary can be used in academic courses, board training, and professional 
development, serving both as a reference tool and as a guide for strengthening governance 
practice.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
This Teaching Paper aims to:

1. Provide a concise glossary of governance terms relevant to non-profit leadership.
2. Bridge theory and practice through practical notes for each term.
3. Support students, practitioners, and scholars in developing governance literacy.
4. Offer a resource for teaching, board training, and organizational development.

Background and Context 
Governance in non-profits operates at the intersection of theory and practice. Bryson (2018) 
underscores the importance of strategic governance frameworks, while Drucker (1990) 
stresses clarity of board responsibilities as essential for performance. Cornforth and Brown 
(2013) highlight how theories of governance—agency, stewardship, resource dependence—
frame ongoing debates about accountability and trust.
Glossaries provide a practical way to integrate academic insight with field application. By 
linking each concept to its practical implications, organizations can build shared governance 
language that supports effective communication, role clarity, and legitimacy.

Practical Guide: Glossary of Terms with Notes 
• Accountability mechanisms — Formal and informal processes ensuring 

organizations remain answerable to stakeholders. Practical note: Non-profits may use 
annual reports, audits, and safeguarding disclosures to demonstrate accountability.

• Agency theory — Boards act as monitors to prevent executive self-interest. Practical 
note: Explains why boards demand performance reviews and financial controls.
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• Board charter — Document outlining board responsibilities and authority. Practical 
note: Serves as a governance “constitution” guiding board practice.

• Board professionalization — Training and structured practices for boards. Practical 
note: Includes induction, certification, and performance evaluations.

• Conflict of interest policy — Rules for disclosure of personal benefit. Practical note: 
Helps preserve trust in donor and beneficiary relations.

• Diversity in governance — Inclusion of varied perspectives. Practical note: 
Strengthens legitimacy and improves decision quality.

• Distributed leadership — Shared responsibility across actors. Practical note: Useful 
for complex NGOs with multiple programs and teams.

• Executive duality — CEO dominance or chairing the board. Practical note: Creates 
risks for independence; governance codes discourage it.

• Fiduciary duty — Board’s ethical and legal obligation to act in the best interest of 
stakeholders. Practical note: Basis for liability in mismanagement cases.

• Founder’s syndrome — Overconcentration of power in founders. Practical note: 
Limits adaptability; succession planning is critical.

• Governance codes — Standards outlining good board practice. Practical note: 
OECD or national codes often guide compliance and reporting.

• Hybrid organization — Entities mixing charitable and commercial goals. Practical 
note: Boards must balance social mission with revenue pressures.

• Impact measurement — Assessing program outcomes. Practical note: Critical for 
funder accountability and demonstrating legitimacy.

• Institutional theory — Governance shaped by cultural and regulatory norms. 
Practical note: Explains why boards adopt practices to signal legitimacy.

• Intersectionality — Overlapping identities shaping inclusion/exclusion. Practical 
note: Guides equitable board recruitment and participation.

• Legitimacy — Perception of appropriateness and credibility. Practical note: 
Enhanced by transparency, representation, and stakeholder trust.

• Mission drift — Shift away from core purpose. Practical note: Often occurs under 
donor or market pressure; boards must monitor closely.

• Participatory governance — Direct input from communities. Practical note: 
Increases beneficiary ownership and accountability.

• Resource dependence theory — Boards secure resources and legitimacy. Practical 
note: Explains why board members are often recruited for networks.
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• Safeguarding — Protection of vulnerable populations. Practical note: Essential in 
humanitarian and child-focused organizations.

• Stakeholder theory — Balancing interests of diverse stakeholders. Practical note: 
Extends responsibility beyond funders to communities served.

• Stewardship theory — Assumes executives act in mission’s best interest. Practical 
note: Supports collaborative, trust-based governance approaches.

• Tokenism — Superficial inclusion without real influence. Practical note: Weakens 
credibility; boards must ensure meaningful participation.

• Trust-based governance — Emphasizes trust between board and executive. Practical 
note: Builds stronger collaboration but requires safeguards.

• Virtual governance — Use of digital tools for board oversight. Practical note: 
Enables remote boards to remain effective in global NGOs.

Case Study 
A regional environmental NGO sought to strengthen its governance practices after a funding 
crisis. By introducing a glossary of governance terms in board orientation, the organization 
built a shared vocabulary around accountability, fiduciary duty, and mission drift. This 
enabled board members from diverse professional backgrounds to align expectations. Over 
time, discussions became more structured, and the board successfully implemented new 
policies on safeguarding, conflict of interest, and diversity recruitment. Donor confidence 
was restored, illustrating the value of governance literacy.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Overtechnical language: Use practical notes to connect terms with real decisions.
• Inconsistent understanding: Provide glossaries during board training.
• Superficial adoption: Ensure terms are embedded in practice, not only rhetoric.

Reflection Questions 
1. Which governance terms are most relevant to challenges your organization faces 

today?
2. How could introducing a glossary strengthen communication between board and 

executive?
3. What risks arise when governance terms are misunderstood or applied superficially?
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Limitations and Considerations 
Glossaries provide shared language but cannot replace governance practice. Terms may also 
shift meaning across cultural or legal contexts. They should therefore be adapted rather than 
applied rigidly.

Academic Value 
This Teaching Paper contributes to nonprofit governance scholarship by connecting 
academic terminology to practitioner realities. It emphasizes that governance literacy—like 
financial or program literacy—is essential for effective leadership and legitimacy.

Conclusion and Next Steps 
A glossary of governance terms is a simple but powerful tool for building shared 
understanding among boards, executives, and stakeholders. By pairing definitions with 
practical notes, organizations can bridge academic theory and field practice.
Next steps include integrating glossaries into board handbooks, leadership courses, and 
governance training programs, ensuring that governance literacy becomes an ongoing 
capacity-building process.
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