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Abstract 
Accountability in the non-profit sector is a multifaceted concept that spans compliance, 
ethics, transparency, and stakeholder engagement. This Teaching Paper provides a structured 
glossary of accountability terms, expanding definitions into practical applications for 
organizational practice. Concepts such as beneficiary accountability, participatory 
accountability, and governance accountability demonstrate how accountability can be 
multidirectional, while terms such as accountability paradox, ritual compliance, and 
transparency theater highlight risks and limitations in implementation. By unpacking 
distinctions between instrumental and intrinsic accountability, and between superficial and 
substantive transparency, this paper equips practitioners, students, and scholars with a 
critical vocabulary to analyze accountability mechanisms. A case study illustrates how an 
NGO struggled with “transparency theater” but successfully shifted toward more 
substantive accountability. Reflection questions, common challenges, and academic 
considerations make this glossary a practical learning tool for embedding accountability into 
everyday non-profit practice.

Keywords 
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Executive Summary 
This Teaching Paper translates key accountability concepts into practical terms for non-
profit organizations. It emphasizes that accountability is not merely about reporting or 
compliance but about building genuine trust with stakeholders.
Key themes include:

• Different forms of accountability: upward, downward, lateral, ethical, instrumental, 
intrinsic.

• Risks of superficial practice: ritual compliance and transparency theater.
• Opportunities for innovation: digital accountability tools and participatory 

accountability.
For academics, the glossary consolidates theoretical distinctions from the literature. For 
practitioners, it highlights how concepts translate into daily practices that strengthen 
legitimacy and performance.

Purpose and Learning Objectives 
Purpose: To provide practitioners and students with a conceptual foundation for 
understanding accountability in non-profits.
Learning objectives:

• Recognize multiple dimensions of accountability (compliance, ethics, participation, 
peer learning).

• Differentiate between superficial and substantive practices.
• Apply key terms to analyze accountability mechanisms in practice.
• Reflect on how accountability concepts influence organizational culture.

Background and Context 
Accountability has long been a central concern in non-profit studies. Bovens (2007) 
identifies accountability as a core mechanism of democratic governance, while Ebrahim 
(2003) emphasizes the multidirectional nature of NGO accountability. Bryson (2018) 
situates accountability within strategic management, linking it to legitimacy and stakeholder 
trust. However, researchers such as Edwards & Hulme (1996) and O’Dwyer & Unerman 
(2008) caution against excessive compliance, which can create administrative burdens 
without meaningful change.
The terms in this glossary reflect both academic theory and practice-based concerns. They 
help organizations navigate the tension between demonstrating accountability and sustaining 
mission-driven action.
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Practical Guide: Key Terms and Applications 
• Accountability: The obligation to be answerable to stakeholders. Practical note: 

Establish clear reporting lines and responsibilities.
• Accountability paradox: Conflicts created by multiple accountability demands. 

Practical note: Prioritize balance and avoid overburdening staff with reporting.
• Beneficiary accountability: Answering directly to communities. Practical note: 

Share outcomes with beneficiaries in accessible formats.
• Compliance burden: Costs of fulfilling external requirements. Practical note: 

Streamline reporting and use digital tools to reduce staff workload.
• Digital accountability tools: Dashboards, open data, blockchain. Practical note: Use 

these tools to increase real-time transparency and donor confidence.
• Downward accountability: Responsiveness to beneficiaries. Practical note: 

Implement feedback forums and participatory mechanisms.
• Ethical accountability: Accountability grounded in values. Practical note: 

Incorporate ethics into decision-making and HR codes.
• Governance accountability: Oversight by boards and leadership. Practical note: 

Conduct annual reviews and board evaluations.
• Instrumental accountability: Compliance-focused. Practical note: Ensure 

requirements are met without losing mission focus.
• Intrinsic accountability: Mission-driven responsibility. Practical note: Foster 

organizational cultures of intrinsic motivation.
• Lateral accountability: Peer-to-peer checks. Practical note: Join coalitions with peer 

review practices.
• Participatory accountability: Involving stakeholders in decisions. Practical note: 

Use participatory budgeting or scorecards.
• Ritual compliance: Superficial box-ticking. Practical note: Replace symbolic actions 

with genuine evaluations.
• Substantive accountability: Genuine, impact-focused. Practical note: Link 

accountability to learning and improvement.
• Transparency: Proactive disclosure. Practical note: Publish annual reports and 

financial statements online.
• Transparency theater: Superficial openness without change. Practical note: Avoid 

PR-driven reporting; emphasize substance over image.
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Case Study 
A large international NGO faced criticism for “transparency theater” when it launched 
glossy reports highlighting success stories but concealed serious internal governance 
failures. Donors raised concerns, and staff reported morale issues. In response, the NGO 
introduced participatory accountability mechanisms, including community scorecards and 
staff forums, and published independent audit results. Within two years, trust was restored 
among donors and beneficiaries, and staff reported feeling more engaged in accountability 
processes. This transition illustrates the difference between ritual compliance and 
substantive accountability.

Common Challenges and Tips 
• Over-reporting: Excessive compliance can reduce time for service delivery.
• Superficiality: Glossy reports risk hiding systemic issues.
• Power imbalance: Donors may dominate accountability discussions.
• Technology gaps: Digital tools may exclude low-resource stakeholders.

Reflection Questions 
1. How can organizations strike a balance between compliance and genuine 

accountability?
2. What risks arise from relying too heavily on “transparency theater”?
3. How might participatory accountability transform organizational culture?
4. In what ways can intrinsic accountability motivate staff differently than instrumental 

compliance?

Limitations and Considerations 
Accountability concepts may be interpreted differently across cultural and institutional 
contexts. Digital tools can enhance transparency but may not be accessible to marginalized 
communities. Additionally, some accountability requirements are donor-driven, leaving little 
space for adaptation.

Academic Value 
By systematizing accountability terminology, this Teaching Paper provides a conceptual 
toolkit for both scholarship and practice. It bridges theoretical debates and practical 
applications, enabling researchers and practitioners to critically analyze accountability 
mechanisms in diverse organizational settings.
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Conclusion and Next Steps 
A nuanced understanding of accountability helps non-profits move beyond compliance 
toward practices that build trust, foster participation, and enhance performance. 
Organizations should adopt accountability mechanisms that are substantive, participatory, 
and ethically grounded, while avoiding superficial practices that erode trust. Next steps 
include integrating digital accountability tools, expanding peer-to-peer accountability 
networks, and conducting cross-cultural research on how accountability concepts are 
applied in different contexts.
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