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Abstract

Accountability in non-profit organisations is neither singular nor uniform; rather, it
manifests across multiple dimensions that reflect complex relationships with diverse
stakeholders. This article examines four core dimensions: upward accountability to donors,
regulators, and governments; downward accountability to communities and beneficiaries;
internal accountability to boards, leaders, and staff; and lateral accountability within
coalitions, networks, and peer organisations. The analysis highlights how upward
accountability has been institutionalised through financial reporting, audits, and legal
compliance but risks mission drift by privileging donor priorities. In contrast, downward
accountability emphasises participatory processes and community empowerment, yet
remains the least developed due to structural inequalities and tokenistic practices. Internal
accountability underscores governance oversight and staff engagement, while lateral
accountability demonstrates the importance of peer norms and reputational interdependence
in transnational networks. Comparative perspectives reveal that accountability frameworks
are highly context-dependent, shaped by regional political environments and sectoral
priorities, from humanitarian action to advocacy and development. The article argues that
effective accountability requires a balanced and multidimensional approach that integrates
compliance with empowerment, combines oversight with trust, and adapts to cultural and
institutional contexts. This multidimensional framework strengthens legitimacy, enhances

ethical governance, and improves organisational resilience.

Keywords
accountability; non-profit governance; upward accountability; downward accountability;

internal accountability; lateral accountability

1. Introduction
Non-profit organisations operate within a web of obligations that transcend simple reporting
requirements. Unlike corporations or state agencies, their accountability extends

simultaneously to donors, communities, staff, and peer organisations. These relationships
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create distinct yet overlapping dimensions of accountability that together shape legitimacy
and organisational effectiveness (Ebrahim, 2003; Edwards & Hulme, 1996).

This article examines four central dimensions—upward, downward, internal, and lateral
accountability —while emphasising the influence of regional and sectoral contexts. By
exploring their tensions, challenges, and complementarities, it demonstrates how

accountability operates as a dynamic system rather than a singular obligation.

2. Upward Accountability

Upward accountability refers to obligations to donors, governments, and multilateral
institutions. It is formalised through financial audits, monitoring and evaluation, and
adherence to contractual frameworks (Gugerty & Prakash, 2010). Governments impose
reporting and registration requirements, while donors demand performance indicators and
logical frameworks to ensure alignment with resource use (Chahim & Prakash, 2014).
While these mechanisms enhance transparency and reduce corruption risks, they also risk
distorting priorities. Excessive emphasis on donor-driven metrics may divert attention from
community needs, producing mission drift (Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015). Moreover,
upward accountability elevates donors as arbiters of legitimacy, marginalising beneficiary

perspectives (Najam, 1996; Bebbington et al., 2008).

3. Downward Accountability

Downward accountability refers to obligations toward communities and beneficiaries. It
relies less on formal reporting and more on participatory engagement, feedback loops, and
relationship-building (Cornwall, 2007; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2008). Mechanisms such as
community scorecards, citizen report cards, and participatory monitoring enhance
community influence in organisational decision-making (World Bank, 2004; Gaventa &
Barrett, 2012).

Despite its normative appeal, downward accountability remains weak in practice. Structural
barriers—including poverty, illiteracy, and political repression—limit communities’ ability
to demand accountability (Chambers, 1997; Hickey & Mohan, 2005). Furthermore,
participatory tools are often implemented superficially, serving donor requirements rather

than redistributing power, a practice characterised as tokenism (Cooke & Kothari, 2001).

4. Internal Accountability
Internal accountability focuses on governance, leadership, and staff relations. Boards play a
pivotal role in strategic oversight, fiduciary responsibility, and alignment with mission
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values (Cornforth, 2012). Transparent human resource systems, fair employment practices,
and staff participation mechanisms further strengthen accountability (Brown, 2007).

However, internal accountability often faces challenges. Power imbalances between boards
and executives can produce either weak oversight or excessive intrusion, undermining
organisational effectiveness (Cornforth & Brown, 2014). Staff are frequently excluded from
decision-making, despite evidence that inclusive participation enhances legitimacy and

performance (Michels, 2011).

5. Lateral Accountability

Lateral accountability refers to obligations among peer organisations within networks and
coalitions. It includes peer monitoring, collective standard-setting, and mutual reputational
dependence (Gugerty, 2008). Initiatives such as the Humanitarian Accountability
Partnership and Sphere Project institutionalise shared standards through voluntary
adherence (Jordan & Van Tuijl, 2006).

Nevertheless, reliance on voluntary compliance weakens enforcement, while competition
for donor funding may undermine solidarity (Cooley & Ron, 2002; Gugerty & Prakash,
2010). Yet, in transnational advocacy networks, reputational interdependence makes lateral
accountability increasingly critical for sustaining collective legitimacy (Keck & Sikkink,
1998).

6. Contextual and Sectoral Variations

Accountability frameworks are shaped by context. In the Global North, accountability tends
to be institutionalised through regulation, donor frameworks, and professional codes
(Anheier, 2014). In contrast, Southern NGOs often rely on informal community-based
mechanisms, shaped by local politics and social norms (Chahim & Prakash, 2014; Banks et
al., 2015).

Sectoral variation also matters. Humanitarian organisations prioritise immediate service
delivery, limiting opportunities for downward accountability (Slim, 2002). Advocacy groups
emphasise representational legitimacy, while development NGOs balance donor compliance

with long-term community engagement (Jordan & Van Tuijl, 2006).

7. Discussion

Each dimension of accountability carries distinct benefits and limitations. Upward
accountability secures resources but risks donor dominance. Downward accountability
empowers communities but is difficult to institutionalise. Internal accountability strengthens
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governance but requires balancing oversight with autonomy. Lateral accountability
reinforces shared standards but is vulnerable to competition.

The challenge for non-profits lies in integrating these dimensions into coherent systems that
balance compliance with empowerment and adapt to diverse political and cultural contexts.
A multidimensional approach is necessary to prevent accountability from becoming either

ritualistic reporting or tokenistic participation.

8. Conclusion

Accountability in non-profits is a multidimensional and context-sensitive phenomenon.
Effective practice requires balancing upward, downward, internal, and lateral obligations
while adapting to cultural and sectoral realities. For academics, this underscores the value of
comparative and multi-theoretical analysis. For practitioners, it highlights that
accountability is not reducible to donor compliance but must encompass participatory
engagement, transparent governance, and peer collaboration. Ultimately, accountability
strengthens legitimacy, ethical governance, and resilience when understood as an integrated

and dynamic system.
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