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Abstract

Accountability remains a cornerstone of legitimacy in the non-profit sector, yet its
theoretical foundations reveal diverse and often contested interpretations. This article
examines major frameworks—principal-agent, stewardship, stakeholder, and legitimacy
theories—to clarify how accountability is conceptualised as both a contractual mechanism
and an ethical relationship. The discussion situates these theories within the historical
context of the late twentieth-century NGO expansion, where heightened donor scrutiny and
scandals accelerated the institutionalisation of accountability practices. A distinction is
drawn between compliance-oriented approaches, which emphasise rules, audits, and
performance reporting, and learning-oriented approaches, which prioritise reflection,
feedback, and adaptation. While compliance frameworks provide oversight and donor
assurance, they risk ritualism and superficial transparency. Learning-oriented models, by
contrast, require openness to failure and participatory engagement but often conflict with
rigid donor demands. Ethical dimensions—including transparency, inclusivity, and integrity
—underscore accountability’s role as more than a technical procedure: it is a moral and
relational practice that mediates power between donors, organisations, and communities.
The article concludes that accountability must be approached as a multidimensional
construct, combining compliance, learning, and ethical engagement to balance legitimacy,

trust, and organisational resilience.
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1. Introduction

Accountability in non-profit organisations is both a strategic necessity and a moral
imperative. Unlike corporations, which are accountable primarily to shareholders, or state
agencies, which answer to electorates, non-profits face a web of obligations toward diverse

stakeholders. This complexity makes accountability a contested concept: simultaneously a
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mechanism of control, a framework for learning, and an ethical relationship of trust and
legitimacy (Ebrahim, 2003; Edwards & Hulme, 1996).

This article explores the theoretical foundations of accountability, situating them within
historical and practical contexts. By integrating governance perspectives with ethical
considerations, it demonstrates how accountability has evolved from a defensive

compliance tool into a multidimensional framework for legitimacy and resilience.

2. Theoretical Perspectives

2.1 Principal-Agent Theory

Principal-agent theory conceptualises accountability as a contractual arrangement. Donors
delegate authority to organisations, which must then be monitored through reporting,
auditing, and oversight to prevent opportunism or mission drift (Jensen & Meckling, 1976;
Ebrahim, 2003). While influential, this perspective has been criticised for focusing narrowly
on financial stewardship and neglecting ethical or social dimensions (Edwards & Hulme,
1996).

2.2 Stewardship Theory

Stewardship theory offers a contrasting view, assuming that organisational leaders are
intrinsically motivated to serve the mission. It emphasises trust, empowerment, and intrinsic
alignment, cautioning that excessive compliance regimes may stifle innovation and
demoralise committed actors (Davis, Schoorman, & Donaldson, 1997).

2.3 Stakeholder Theory

Stakeholder perspectives expand the accountability horizon by recognising multiple actors
—donors, staff, regulators, communities, and beneficiaries—each holding legitimate claims
on organisational behaviour (Freeman, 1984). This pluralistic lens shifts attention away
from narrow donor relations to broader societal obligations.

2.4 Legitimacy Theory

Legitimacy theory situates accountability as a mechanism for organisational survival. By
aligning practices with prevailing norms and values, non-profits secure societal acceptance
and justify their existence (Suchman, 1995). Legitimacy theory underscores accountability

as a dynamic negotiation between organisational practices and institutional expectations.

3. Historical Evolution of Accountability

The rapid growth of international NGOs during the so-called “NGO boom” of the late
twentieth century transformed accountability from a peripheral concern into a central
governance mechanism (Salamon, 1994; Clark, 1995). Expanded donor funding heightened
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scrutiny of effectiveness and legitimacy, while scandals involving misused funds and weak
representation spurred new demands for transparency (Najam, 1996).

This era saw the introduction of codes of conduct, certification schemes, and mandatory
reporting systems (Gugerty & Prakash, 2010). However, accountability norms were
unevenly applied, privileging upward accountability to donors in the Global North while
sidelining downward accountability to communities in the Global South (Banks et al.,
2015).

4. Compliance and Learning Dimensions

4.1 Compliance-Oriented Accountability

Compliance frameworks emphasise formal oversight procedures, including audits,
indicators, and regulatory reporting. While these mechanisms enhance transparency and
reduce malpractice, they risk ritualism: producing reports that satisfy donors but provide
little organisational learning (Power, 1997; Koppell, 2005).

4.2 Accountability as Learning

An alternative perspective positions accountability as a process of feedback and adaptation.
Learning-oriented approaches promote reflection, openness to failure, and adaptive
management (Patton, 2008). They strengthen stakeholder relationships and enhance
organisational resilience. However, they often clash with donor-driven compliance regimes

that prioritise control over flexibility (Jordan & Van Tuijl, 2006).

5. Ethical and Normative Dimensions

Beyond technical mechanisms, accountability rests on ethical foundations. Transparency
and integrity function as moral imperatives, extending accountability beyond financial
probity to encompass honest reporting, inclusive decision-making, and responsible
management of power relations (Grey, Owen, & Adams, 1996; Cornwall, 2007).

Critics caution against reducing accountability to performance metrics, advocating instead
for its reclamation as a practice of empowerment and democratic governance (O’Dwyer &
Unerman, 2008). This perspective repositions accountability as both a governance tool and a

moral relationship linking organisations with society.

6. Discussion

Theoretical debates reveal accountability as neither fixed nor singular. Principal-agent and
compliance frameworks highlight control and oversight, while stewardship, learning, and
ethical perspectives emphasise trust, inclusivity, and adaptability. Historically,
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accountability has evolved in response to both external crises and internal demands for
legitimacy, reflecting broader political and institutional shifts.

The challenge lies in integrating these dimensions into balanced accountability systems.
Overemphasis on compliance risks bureaucratisation, while uncritical reliance on trust may
neglect structural power imbalances. A hybrid model that combines compliance, learning,

and ethical engagement offers the most promising pathway for sustainable legitimacy.

7. Conclusion

Accountability in non-profit organisations is best understood as a multidimensional
construct shaped by governance theories, historical trajectories, and ethical imperatives. By
bridging compliance with learning and embedding transparency, inclusivity, and dialogue,
organisations can enhance both effectiveness and legitimacy. For academics, this highlights
the need for integrated models that move beyond disciplinary silos. For practitioners, it
underscores that accountability is not simply a reporting requirement but a strategic and

moral resource essential for trust, resilience, and mission success.
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