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Abstract 
Accountability in the non-profit sector is shaped by intersecting structural, operational, and 
ethical challenges that complicate its design and practice. This article examines five critical 
domains of difficulty: power asymmetries between donors and beneficiaries, administrative 
burdens of reporting and compliance, ethical dilemmas between openness and 
confidentiality, sectoral differences in accountability expectations, and tensions between 
donor-driven and mission-driven priorities. Donor dominance often marginalises 
community voices, producing mission drift and exacerbating dependency in the Global 
South. Administrative demands consume scarce resources and risk reducing accountability 
to superficial compliance. Confidentiality dilemmas illustrate the ethical complexity of 
disclosure, particularly in humanitarian contexts where transparency may endanger 
vulnerable groups. Sectoral variations—between humanitarian, advocacy, and development 
NGOs—demonstrate that uniform standards cannot accommodate diverse missions and 
operating environments. Finally, the paradox of donor versus mission-driven accountability 
underscores the need for hybrid frameworks that safeguard both compliance and ethical 
integrity. The article argues that addressing these challenges requires proportional, context-
sensitive, and ethically grounded accountability models that balance rigour with feasibility, 
empower communities, and preserve organisational legitimacy.

Keywords 
accountability; non-profit governance; mission drift; donor dominance; ethical dilemmas; 
sectoral differences

1. Introduction 
While accountability is often framed as a cornerstone of legitimacy in the non-profit sector, 
its implementation is constrained by a range of structural and contextual challenges. Donor 
requirements, administrative burdens, and ethical dilemmas shape how accountability is 
practised and perceived, frequently creating trade-offs between compliance, trust, and 
mission fidelity (Ebrahim, 2003; Edwards & Hulme, 1996).
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This article critically analyses five major challenges in accountability and argues for 
context-sensitive, hybrid approaches that respond to both external demands and internal 
ethical commitments.

2. Power Asymmetries Between Donors and Beneficiaries 
Donor requirements frequently dominate accountability frameworks, privileging upward 
accountability at the expense of community voices (Ebrahim, 2003). Reporting formats, 
performance indicators, and project priorities are often donor-driven, leading to 
misalignment with local needs (Edwards & Hulme, 1996).
These asymmetries are acute in the Global South, where funding dependency amplifies 
structural inequalities and fosters compliance-oriented practices that risk mission drift 
(Fowler, 2000). Ensuring meaningful downward accountability requires embedding 
mechanisms for participation that give beneficiaries real influence over decision-making 
(Banks et al., 2015).

3. Administrative Burdens and Resource Strain 
Reporting, audits, and regulatory compliance often impose significant administrative 
burdens, diverting staff time and resources away from service delivery (Lewis, 2007). Small 
and mid-sized NGOs are especially vulnerable, lacking capacity to meet complex 
requirements (Toepler, 2006).
Excessive bureaucracy not only drains capacity but may also encourage ritual compliance, 
in which organisations prioritise form over substance (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). 
Accountability mechanisms must therefore balance rigour with feasibility and be designed 
to enhance learning rather than create administrative overload.

4. Ethical Dilemmas: Confidentiality vs. Openness 
Non-profits, particularly humanitarian organisations, must navigate sensitive trade-offs 
between transparency and confidentiality. While public reporting and open data initiatives 
can strengthen donor trust, they may also expose vulnerable populations to harm or 
compromise operational security (Macdonald, 2008; Kapucu & Demiroz, 2017).
Accountability frameworks must therefore be guided by ethical risk assessments, 
determining not only what information should be disclosed, but also to whom, in what form, 
and under which conditions.
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5. Sectoral Differences in Accountability 
Accountability challenges vary across sectors. Humanitarian NGOs prioritise rapid response 
and resource deployment, which may conflict with detailed reporting requirements 
(Mitchell, 2002). Advocacy organisations are accountable to networks, coalitions, and 
publics, rather than immediate beneficiaries, requiring mechanisms that reflect 
representational legitimacy. Development NGOs often balance donor compliance with 
sustained community engagement, positioning them in between (Brinkerhoff, 2003).
These sectoral distinctions highlight the inadequacy of uniform accountability standards and 
the need for adaptive frameworks that reflect mission-specific realities.

6. Donor-Driven vs. Mission-Driven Accountability 
A persistent paradox in accountability lies in the tension between donor-driven and mission-
driven priorities. NGOs must satisfy donor reporting requirements while maintaining 
fidelity to their values and ethical commitments. Excessive donor focus risks compromising 
autonomy, legitimacy, and alignment with community needs (Ebrahim, 2005).
Mission-driven accountability, though more holistic, often lacks standardised metrics and is 
undervalued by funders (Renz, 2016). Hybrid frameworks that integrate compliance with 
internal ethical commitments can help NGOs safeguard both legitimacy and trust.

7. Discussion 
The challenges outlined demonstrate that accountability is as much an ethical and political 
negotiation as a technical exercise. Power asymmetries, bureaucratic demands, 
confidentiality dilemmas, sectoral variation, and donor–mission tensions each constrain 
effective practice. Yet these challenges also present opportunities for innovation: designing 
proportional reporting, embedding participatory mechanisms, contextualising sectoral 
accountability, and integrating ethical considerations into disclosure.
Addressing accountability challenges requires rethinking not only how NGOs report but 
also how they conceptualise their relationships with funders, communities, and society.

8. Conclusion 
Accountability in non-profit organisations cannot be reduced to compliance; it must be 
understood as a multidimensional and contested practice shaped by power, ethics, and 
context. By acknowledging challenges—including donor dominance, administrative strain, 
confidentiality dilemmas, sectoral variation, and mission–donor tensions—organisations can 
design accountability systems that are both rigorous and adaptive. For academics, this 
underscores the value of analysing accountability through multiple dimensions. For 
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practitioners, it highlights the necessity of hybrid models that integrate donor requirements 
with mission fidelity, ensuring that accountability sustains rather than undermines 
organisational legitimacy and community trust.
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