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Abstract

Transparency has become a central pillar of accountability and legitimacy in the non-profit
sector. By disclosing financial, programmatic, and normative information through public
reports, open data portals, and digital platforms, non-profits seek to demonstrate ethical
commitment, foster trust, and reinforce credibility with diverse stakeholders. Yet
transparency is not a neutral process: its effectiveness depends on the accessibility, clarity,
and actionability of disclosed information. This article critically examines transparency
mechanisms, including financial reporting, open data initiatives, real-time dashboards, and
social media engagement. It highlights both opportunities and risks, including the digital
divide, privacy concerns, and the phenomena of “transparency theatre” and information
overload. While transparency can enhance trust, excessive or poorly designed disclosures
may instead produce reputational harm or stakeholder cynicism. Drawing on global
examples, the analysis underscores that transparency must be relational, balancing openness
with sensitivity to stakeholder contexts. It concludes that transparency alone is insufficient
for accountability; it must be embedded in participatory and ethical practices to generate

meaningful oversight, trust, and legitimacy.
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1. Introduction

Transparency is widely regarded as a cornerstone of accountability and trust in the non-
profit sector. By disclosing information on finances, activities, and values, organisations aim
to demonstrate credibility and secure legitimacy among donors, regulators, beneficiaries,
and the broader public (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011). Yet transparency is more than
disclosure: it is a relational practice that shapes perceptions, signals integrity, and frames

how organisations are judged.
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This article examines transparency as both a mechanism and a relational tool, focusing on
its digital evolution, risks and paradoxes, and role in building trust across diverse

stakeholder groups.

2. Transparency Mechanisms

Transparency is operationalised through multiple channels. Public reports and audited
statements provide financial assurance; websites and social media communicate mission,
activities, and values; and open data portals make budgets and outputs accessible for
oversight (Meijer, Curtin, & Hillebrandt, 2012). These mechanisms extend beyond
compliance, shaping perceptions of legitimacy and trustworthiness.

However, information disclosure only contributes to accountability if stakeholders can
interpret and act upon it. Clarity, accessibility, and responsiveness therefore determine

whether transparency translates into stakeholder confidence (Heald, 2006; Fox, 2007).

3. Digital Transformation of Transparency

The digital era has expanded transparency practices. Dashboards, interactive maps, and real-
time reporting tools enable unprecedented dissemination of data (Harrison & Sayogo, 2014;
Mergel, 2013). Social media facilitates two-way communication, providing beneficiaries
with avenues to share feedback and report grievances.

These innovations strengthen participatory accountability but also generate new challenges.
The digital divide excludes populations without reliable access, while the proliferation of
data raises risks of privacy violations and surveillance (Roberts, 2018; Latonero & Gold,
2015). Moreover, the pressure for real-time reporting may shift focus from reflective

learning to performative visibility (Power, 1997).

4. Risks and Paradoxes of Transparency

Transparency carries paradoxical effects. Transparency theatre occurs when organisations
release vast quantities of data to signal openness without enabling meaningful scrutiny
(Cucciniello, Porumbescu, & Grimmelikhuijsen, 2017). Information overload makes
disclosures inaccessible or irrelevant to key audiences (Fung, Graham, & Weil, 2007).
Transparency can also create exclusionary effects, privileging actors with technical or
digital literacy and sidelining marginalised groups (Heald, 2006).

Most critically, the relationship between transparency and trust is not linear. While

disclosure may reduce uncertainty and signal integrity, excessive or poorly designed
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transparency can foster cynicism, reputational risks, or perceptions of bureaucratic excess
(O’Neill, 2002; Grimmelikhuijsen, 2012).

5. Transparency and Trust-Building

Transparency contributes to trust by signalling honesty, ethical commitment, and reliability.
Yet its impact is context-dependent: donors may value detailed financial disclosures, while
communities may prioritise accessible, narrative communication of outcomes and values
(Christensen & Cheney, 2015; Hood, 2010). Effective transparency therefore requires
tailoring disclosures to diverse audiences and integrating quantitative data with qualitative
narratives that reflect organisational ethos.

Trust is fostered when transparency supports dialogue, inclusion, and responsiveness—not
merely when information is disclosed. In this sense, transparency is necessary but
insufficient; it must be embedded within broader accountability frameworks and

participatory practices.

6. Conclusion

Transparency in non-profit organisations is best understood as a relational mechanism that
shapes legitimacy, accountability, and trust. While digital platforms have expanded its reach,
they have also introduced risks of exclusion, overload, and performativity. Transparency
builds trust when it is clear, accessible, and responsive, but it fails when reduced to technical
disclosure or symbolic signalling.

For academics, this highlights the need to interrogate the assumptions linking transparency
and trust. For practitioners, it underscores the importance of designing transparency
strategies that balance openness with sensitivity to stakeholder capacities and contexts.
Ultimately, transparency must operate alongside participatory engagement and ethical

governance to fulfil its promise as a genuine tool for accountability and trust-building.
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