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Abstract 
Accountability in non-profit organisations is highly context-dependent, varying by 
organisational scale, structure, and sectoral orientation. This article uses a comparative case 
study approach to examine accountability practices across three organisational types: large 
international NGOs (INGOs), small grassroots NGOs, and networked coalitions such as 
climate justice alliances. Drawing on principal–agent theory, stakeholder perspectives, and 
legitimacy frameworks, the analysis integrates structural and relational dimensions of 
accountability. Findings highlight that large INGOs rely on formal mechanisms such as 
multi-layered governance, audits, and compliance reporting but often struggle with 
meaningful community engagement. Small grassroots NGOs prioritise relational 
accountability through trust and social embeddedness, yet donor-driven reporting 
requirements strain limited capacity. Networked coalitions demonstrate hybrid approaches, 
relying on lateral, peer-based accountability and shared norms, but face coordination and 
enforcement challenges. Comparative insights reveal that scale and context shape 
accountability, that hybrid mechanisms can enhance legitimacy, and that organisations must 
continually negotiate tensions between donor-driven compliance and mission-driven ethics. 
The study underscores that accountability is best understood as a dynamic interplay of 
formal structures, relational practices, and adaptive strategies.
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accountability; INGOs; grassroots NGOs; networked coalitions; legitimacy; participatory 
practices

1. Introduction 
Accountability frameworks in the non-profit sector are not uniform but reflect the size, 
structure, and mission of organisations. Large international NGOs (INGOs), small 
grassroots organisations, and transnational coalitions each operationalise accountability 
differently, shaped by donor expectations, community needs, and governance arrangements.
This article employs a comparative case study approach to explore accountability practices 
across three organisational types. It examines how accountability mechanisms function 
across structural and relational dimensions and highlights both tensions and innovations that 
emerge in practice.

2. Methodological and Theoretical Framework 
The analysis integrates principal–agent theory, which emphasises compliance and 
oversight; stakeholder theory, which recognises multiple constituencies; and legitimacy 
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theory, which situates accountability within broader societal acceptance (Ebrahim, 2003; 
Suchman, 1995).
Data sources include organisational reports, audits, evaluations, and secondary literature, 
alongside documented case studies (Yin, 2014). This multi-dimensional framework enables 
comparison across scale, context, and governance type.

3. Large International NGOs (INGOs) 
Large INGOs such as Oxfam or Save the Children exemplify highly formalised 
accountability systems. These organisations operate across multiple jurisdictions, with 
diverse donor portfolios and extensive regulatory obligations. Accountability practices 
include detailed financial reporting, internal and external audits, and multi-layered 
governance boards (Bies et al., 2019).
While such mechanisms ensure compliance and transparency, they may also reinforce 
bureaucratisation. The geographic and organisational distance between headquarters and 
field operations can create disjunctures between reported outcomes and lived realities. 
Community feedback and participatory evaluation mechanisms are often underutilised, 
reflecting tensions between procedural accountability and substantive engagement (Banks et 
al., 2015).

4. Small Grassroots NGOs 
Small grassroots NGOs operate with limited financial and administrative capacity but are 
deeply embedded in their communities. Accountability is often relational, based on trust, 
reciprocity, and local norms (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). Downward accountability is 
prioritised, with beneficiaries shaping programme design and evaluation.
However, compliance with donor-driven standards—such as audits or standardised reporting 
formats—presents persistent challenges (Fowler, 2000). The administrative burden may 
divert staff from programmatic engagement to paperwork, risking superficial compliance. 
Despite these constraints, grassroots organisations demonstrate that context-sensitive, trust-
based accountability can be highly effective in fostering legitimacy (Brinkerhoff, 2003).

5. Networked Coalitions 
Networked coalitions, such as climate justice alliances, demonstrate hybrid accountability 
mechanisms. These organisations rely on lateral accountability: peer monitoring, joint 
decision-making, and collective standard-setting (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). Such coalitions 
blend formal governance with decentralised practices, creating flexible and adaptive 
accountability frameworks.
Yet these arrangements also present risks. Lack of centralised enforcement can lead to 
inconsistency, and power asymmetries among members may distort influence (Jenkins, 
2007). Moreover, maintaining cohesion across diverse contexts can slow decision-making 
and transparency. Nonetheless, coalitions illustrate the potential of hybrid models that 
combine procedural safeguards with normative commitments and technological tools.

6. Comparative Insights 
Comparative analysis highlights three overarching findings:
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1. Scale Matters: INGOs rely heavily on formal reporting but risk disconnect from 
communities, while grassroots NGOs emphasise relational trust but struggle with 
administrative pressures.

2. Context-Dependency: Accountability practices must be adapted to cultural, sectoral, 
and resource environments; one-size-fits-all frameworks are inadequate.

3. Hybrid Mechanisms: Coalitions illustrate the value of combining formal and 
participatory mechanisms to strengthen legitimacy and adaptability.

Across all cases, the central tension remains balancing donor-driven compliance with 
mission-driven ethical accountability (Ebrahim, 2005). Organisations must safeguard 
against allowing external metrics to undermine community trust or organisational integrity.

7. Conclusion 
Accountability in non-profit organisations cannot be generalised across all contexts; it is 
shaped by organisational scale, structure, and sector. INGOs highlight the strengths and 
risks of formal mechanisms, grassroots NGOs demonstrate the power of relational 
accountability, and coalitions offer lessons in hybrid governance.
For scholars, these cases reaffirm the value of comparative analysis in accountability 
research. For practitioners, they underscore that effective accountability requires integrating 
upward, downward, lateral, and internal mechanisms, while remaining flexible and context-
sensitive. Trust, legitimacy, and ethical responsibility emerge not from compliance alone but 
from adaptive practices that align accountability with mission and community engagement.

References 
• Banks, N., Hulme, D., & Edwards, M. (2015). NGOs, states, and donors revisited: Still 

too close for comfort? World Development, 66, 707–718. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2014.09.028

• Bies, A., Brown, W. A., & Madden, D. (2019).  Examining the relationship between 
accountability and mission achievement in nonprofit organizations.  Nonprofit 
Management and Leadership, 30(2), 199–217.

• Ebrahim, A. (2003).  Accountability in practice: Mechanisms for NGOs.  World 
Development, 31(5), 813–829. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(03)00014-7

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

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Mechanisms of accountability in non-profit organisations. Neya 
Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-acbldtrthrtrns-04

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Challenges in accountability for non-profit organisations. Neya 
Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-acbldtrthrtrns-06

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025). Accountability in non-profit organisations: A multidimensional 
balancing act. Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-acbldtrthrtrns-09

 of 3 4

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2014.09.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0305-750X(03)00014-7
https://doi.org/10.64357/accountability-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-acbldtrthrtrns-04
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-acbldtrthrtrns-06
https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-acbldtrthrtrns-09


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

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  Public Policy: Power and Influence in Decision-
Making. NEYA Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/public-policy-2025

• Kazanskaia, A. N. (2025).  How Organizations Bring Change: Mechanisms of Social 
Impact. NEYA Global Publishing. 
https://doi.org/10.64357/change-mechanisms-2025

• Fowler, A. (2000). Beyond partnership: Getting real about NGO relationships in the aid 
system. IDS Bulletin, 31(3), 1–13. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2000.mp31003001.x

• Keck, M. E., & Sikkink, K. (1998). Activists beyond borders: Advocacy networks in 
international politics. Cornell University Press.

• Suchman, M. C. (1995).  Managing legitimacy: Strategic and institutional 
approaches. Academy of Management Review, 20(3), 571–610. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/258788

 of 4 4

https://doi.org/10.64357/legitimacy-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/public-policy-2025
https://doi.org/10.64357/change-mechanisms-2025
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2000.mp31003001.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/258788

