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Abstract
The growing involvement of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in solving development 
problems has led to an increase in the number of NGOs around the world and therefore in their 
visibility and influence. Although concerns about the role and responsibility of NGOs have 
been raised from more than 20 years, there is still a need to ensure good practices in NGOs 
and to determine what measures will improve NGOs’ accountability to their stakeholders. Our 
study aims to contribute to this initiative from the donor accountability approach. To achieve 
this goal, we conducted a systematic literature review and bibliometric analysis to analyze 
the constraints and needs that donor accountability pose to NGOs. Our findings suggest that 
donor accountability could interfere with NGOs’ activities, leading them to generate short-term 
results, focus more on financial results, and feel increased pressure on overhead costs. The most 
recent literature opens an opportunity, however, to make upward accountability more useful for 
NGOs. Following this trend, we propose that donor accountability be considered as a dimension 
to assess NGO quality so that it becomes a powerful marketing tool to attract and retain donors.
Keywords: NGO, nonprofit.

Resumen
La creciente participación de las organizaciones no gubernamentales (ONG) en la solución de 
los problemas de desarrollo ha dado lugar a un aumento del número de ONG en todo el mundo 
y a una mayor visibilidad e influencia. Aunque durante más de 20 años se han planteado el papel 
y la responsabilidad de las ONG, sigue siendo necesario garantizar las buenas prácticas en las 
ONG y determinar qué medidas mejorarán su rendición de cuentas ante sus partes interesadas. 
Nuestro estudio tiene como objetivo contribuir a esta iniciativa desde el enfoque de la rendición 
de cuentas a los donantes. Para lograr este objetivo, se llevó a cabo una revisión sistemática 
de la literatura y un análisis bibliométrico para analizar las limitaciones y necesidades que 
la rendición de cuentas a los donantes plantea a las ONG. Nuestros hallazgos sugieren que 
la rendición de cuentas de los donantes  interfiere con las actividades de las ONG, lo que las 
lleva a generar resultados a corto plazo, centrarse más en los resultados financieros y sentir 
una mayor presión sobre los costos generales. Sin embargo, la literatura más reciente abre 
una oportunidad para hacer que la rendición de cuentas ascendente sea más útil para las ONG. 
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Siguiendo esta tendencia, proponemos que la rendición de cuentas de los donantes se considere 
como una dimensión para evaluar la calidad de las ONG, de modo que se convierta en una 
poderosa herramienta de marketing para atraer y retener a los donantes.
Palabras clave: ONG, sin ánimo de lucro.

1. INTRODUCTION

Nonprofit accountability research has been extended over the last 25 years. While there 
is basic agreement on the key characteristics of accountability to whom, for what the NGO is 
responsible for, and how the information will be provided in the literature, there is not a clear 
differentiation on the specific issues of NGO accountability. One reason for this scarcity is that 
researchers tend to equal NGO´s with NPO´s and the term Nonprofit organization usually groups 
under the same category any nonprofits, charities, and NGOs. As an example, Cordery et al. 
(2019, pp.2) includes in their study “Our definition of NGOs incorporates terms such as private 
social purpose organizations, charities, not-for-profit organizations, non-profit organizations 
civil society organizations, social enterprises and service clubs”.

NPOs and NGOs have both similarities and differences. An NPO is based on the financial 
premise that no net profits from donations will benefit any individual. From this perspective, 
the concepts of NGO and NPO overlap: all NGOs are NPOs but not all NPOs are NGOs. 
Vakil (1997) proposed a tentative structural-operational definition of NGO as a self-governing, 
private, not-for-profit organization geared toward improving the quality of life of disadvantaged 
people. This definition is based on a study by Salamon and Anheir (1992), who also proposed 
an NPO taxonomy. According to these authors, NGOs are a subgroup of NPOs whose most 
significant differentiating elements are the causes that they address. These causes, and thus 
potential NGO categories, are equality, human rights, and empowerment.

These differences define characteristics of NGOs that distinct them from NPOs from the 
donors’ viewpoint, who demand higher moral capital and social legitimacy from NGOs that 
address more sensitive societal issues (Kane, 2001). Such donors or potential donors expect 
greater integrity and transparency from NGO than from NPO activities, and this difference 
should be reflected in NGOs accountability. An additional factor differentiating NGOs is that 
they depend largely on donors’ donations, while NPOs are financed primarily with company 
funds or family assets (i.e.: the Gates Foundation, INGKA Foundation, or J. Paul Getty Trust) 
which reduces, or almost eliminates, the need to attract donors (Bendell, 2006).

Fundraising is the main uncertain block for the survival and development of NGOs (Ha et 
al., 2022) and implies greater competition to attract donations. Hence, NGOs need to differentiate 
from their “competitors” and that differentiation can be achieved through accreditation, 
transparency, and demonstration of a clear accountability to ensure the NGO’s credibility 
(O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2010; Ospina et al., 2002; Schmitz et al., 2012). NGOs accountability 
also serves to build trust by demonstrating transparency in the use of financial resources and 
responsible and ethical behavior that meets stakeholders’ expectations (Agyemang et al., 
2019; Bryce, 2006; Prakash & Gugerty, 2010; Sloan, 2009).Thus, accountability and reporting 
instruments could therefore be used to measure the quality of NGO and its reputation (Burger 
& Owens, 2010; Tremblay-Boire et al., 2016) enabling donors to evaluate the performance and 
compare the quality of different NGOs.

However, NGO accountability is a complex process. NGOs are expected to be accountable 
to multiple actors for multiple purposes (Ebrahim, 2010; Ospina et al., 2002; Unerman & 
O’Dwyer, 2006). Not only must they be accountable to donors, funders, volunteers, program 
beneficiaries, and society, but they have multiple purposes of finance, governance, performance, 
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and mission. The size of the NGO and the cause it advocates can also influence the purpose 
of accountability and the stakeholders to whom it is addressed (Unerman & O’Dwyer, 2006). 
In addition, accountability process implies that NGOs have people trained in reporting and 
accountability requirements which generally is time consuming and expensive to produce 
(Agyemang et al. 2009; Burger & Owens 2010; Ebrahim 2003b; O’Dwyer & Unerman 2007; 
Schmitz et al. 2012, van Zyl and Claeyé, 2010).

This article aims to advance the knowledge regarding NGO accountability. Despite the 
growing importance of the number of NGOs in the nonprofit sector, and the fact that there are 
differences among NGOs and NPOs, little attention is still paid to those differences that we 
consider relevant to the accountability process. Accordingly, our study makes two contributions 
to the NGO literature. First, it gathers the accountability knowledge according to the three main 
areas: to whom, for what and how, and discuss the aspects that are most relevant to accountability 
in NGOs. Second, we identify the existing research gaps, given the NGO particularities, while 
proposing new avenues for future research on NGO accountability from donors’ perspective.

Our proposal is that NGOs accountability to donors is critical because, not only does it 
serve to comply with legal and economic requirements, but it also contributes to the accreditation 
of the NGO quality, which is relevant to organizations differentiation and attract donors.

This manuscript is structured as follows. First, we review the theoretical background on 
nonprofit accountability on “to whom,”, “for what” and “how” questions. Second, we describe 
the literature review process and the bibliometric analyses. We then conduct the analysis and 
discuss their results. In the final section, we present our conclusions, possible limitations and 
suggestions for further research.

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Ebrahim (2003a, p. 815) considers that accountability “may be defined not only as a 
means through which individuals and organizations are held responsible for their actions (e.g., 
through legal obligations and explicit reporting and disclosure requirements), but also as a 
means by which organizations and individuals take internal responsibility for shaping their 
organizational mission and values, for opening themselves to public or external scrutiny, and for 
assessing performance in relation to goals”. Prior to that definition, Edwards and Hulme (1996, 
p. 967) defines accountability as “the means by which individuals and organizations report to 
a recognized authority (or authorities) and are held responsible for their actions” (Edwards & 
Hulme, 1996, p. 967). Similar definitions of accountability can be found in the literature where 
it is also established that a responsibility is assumed, and must be accounted for it (Costa et al., 
2011; Cut & Murray, 2000; Murtaza, 2012; O’Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015).

Thus, accountability involves three fundamental parts: To whom the NGO accountable, 
for what the NGO is responsible for, which should include NGOs mission and values (Ebrahim, 
2003a) and finally how that information will be provided.

2.1 Accountability “to whom”

When most academics raise the question of accountability “to whom,” they note its 
complexity due to the different stakeholders with which NGOs must deal. Accountability 
relationships are problematic because NGOs are expected to be accountable to multiple actors: 
upwards to funders or donors, downwards to beneficiaries, internally to themselves and their 
missions, and horizontally to other NGOs (Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006; Edwards & Hulme, 
1996; Ebrahim, 2003a; 2005; Kearns, 1996; Lindenberg & Bryant, 2001; Najam, 1996).
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Upward accountability to donors primarily evaluates the use of funds. Downward 
accountability to beneficiaries responds to the groups that receive the NGO’s services and 
assesses how they are being delivered (Ebrahim, 2005, 2003a, b; Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Lloyd, 
2005; Najam, 1996; Urquía-Grande et al., 2017; 2022). There is also internal accountability to 
the NGO staff, who answer for the organization’s responsibility and its mission. Finally, NGOs’ 
horizontal accountability to other NGOs enables comparison among them (Ebrahim, 2003a; 
Ebrahim, 2010; Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Sowa et al., 2004). Thus, NGO accountability needs 
may vary depending on the stakeholder being considered (Brown & Dillard, 2015; Kingston et 
al., 2019).

NGOs tend to prioritize their upward accountability to demonstrate results to donors 
to justify their donations. However, this pressure on short-term results makes it difficult to 
implement long-term projects that might be more relevant to their optimal performance 
(Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006; Ebrahim, 2003a, 2009; Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Kilby, 2006; 
van Zyl & Claeyé, 2019; Wallace et al., 2006). In addition, some studies in the literature 
emphasize that the pressure to present adequate results to donors may also reduce the NGO's 
transparency in reporting failures and undesired results, and thus its ability to learn and be more 
effective (Agyemang et al., 2009; Ebrahim, 2003b; O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007; Schmitz et al., 
2012; van Zyl & Claeyé, 2019).

2.2 Accountability “for what”

Regarding for what the NGO is responsible for, although financial issues primarily define 
accountability in business firms, NGO accountability focuses more on whether they make 
proper use of their financial resources, that is, how they perform their social work and what are 
the results they achieve in trying to accomplish those goals (Ebrahim, 2003b; Ebrahim et al., 
2014; Fremont-Smith, 2004; Hansmann, 1996; Moore, 2000; Saxton et al., 2014).

Distinguishing between the dimensions of financial accountability and performance 
accountability is thus critical in NGO, as many scholars have identified (Avina, 1993; 
Brinkerhoff’s, 2001; Brody, 2002; Connolly & Hyndman, 2004; Cutt & Murray, 2000; Ebrahim 
2003a; Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Frumkin, 2006; Goodin, 2003; McDonnell & Rutherford, 
2018; Najam, 1996; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2007; Saxton & Guo, 2011). Financial accountability 
proves whether the NGO is accountable for the money it raises from various sources, whereas 
performance accountability evaluates the results and impact of the NGO with respect to its 
goals and mission-driven objectives.

Although these two categories are well recognized in the literature, multiple definitions 
and differences in the concepts have made it difficult to consolidate a homogeneous concept 
of accountability for NGOs. All show consensus on the distinction between accountability 
for "finance" and accountability for "performance". Academics also consider performance 
accountability as more important for NGOs, since NGOs should be accountable to stakeholders 
not only for financial sustainability but also, and more importantly, for the social impact of their 
activities as defined in their mission. The reality may be different, however.

2.3 Accountability “how”

Accountability is the basic principle of responsible practice for any institution, public, 
private or NGO (Edwards & Fowler, 2002), but who is asking the NGO to be accountable. The 
NGO’s capability to satisfy the requirements of all its stakeholders depends on its ability to 
formulate accountability systems that account, both internally and externally, for dimensions 
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of economic and social commitment. Due to the complexity of this accountability, NGOs need 
more complex mechanisms that include not only formal procedures but other more flexible 
processes that bring them closer to their stakeholders (Costa et al., 2011; Ebrahim, 2003a; 
Unerman & O’Dwyer, 2006). However, almost all of the accountability mechanisms used by 
NGOs are adaptations of those used by for-profit companies, which on the one hand, have 
the resources to complete reports, certifications, or codes of conduct, and on the other hand, 
financial results are usually enough to validate their performance.

3. METHODS AND MATERIAL

To identify the issues that have been addressed in accountability in NGOs, we adopted 
two methodological approaches: a systematic literature review and a bibliometric analysis. The 
source used to search for studies was the Web of Science Core Collection (WOS). WOS is 
frequently used by academics as it is a relevant database of abstracts and references for peer-
reviewed publications in high impact journals (Harzing & Alakangas, 2016).

The bibliometric analysis was performed using the articles from SLR with VOSviewer 
software version 1.6.16 (0) (van Eck and Waltman, 2010) to facilitate visualization of the 
relationships between the proposed elements.

3.1 Systematic Literature Review

We defined our research criteria as NPO OR non-profit OR charity* OR NGO OR 
non-for-profit OR Nonprofit” to collect all nomenclatures used for these types of organization 
in the literature. We added the Boolean operator “AND” in the search string to associate these 
terms with “Accountability*,” so as to include all concepts related to “accountability” that could 
be queried. We added the “donor” or “stakeholder” terms with the Boolean operator AND 
to narrow the investigation to accountability to stakeholders. In a second query we changed 
the “donor” or “stakeholder” to “mechanism” to identify the articles related to accountability 
“how”. We applied all those terms to the "abstract" field to search for all English-language 
articles that treat the concept of NGO accountability to donors. The main research areas were 
related to Public Administration, Business Finance, Social Issues, Management, Economics and 
Social Work. The total search resulted in 226 articles of which 177 are related to accountability 
to stakeholders/donors and 49 to accountability mechanism.

We then examined all titles and abstracts of the articles and excluded those that were not 
related to accountability issues or were very specific to locations or organizations, that could 
limit or represent a bias in the identification of the research trends. After excluding those studies 
our sample for the systematic review included 134 articles. The studies date from 1995 to 
2022. Out of the 134 articles identified, 37 used the term non-governmental organization and/
or NGO, while the remaining articles used variations of the term nonprofit, including nonprofit 
organization (NPO), not-for-profit organization (NFP), charity, religious organizations and 
service club. Figure 1 details the selection and exclusion processes.

3.2 Bibliometric analysis

In order to refine the articles that address the topic of our study and to identify the key 
issues from the NGO donor accountability perspective and possible research gaps, we performed 
a co-ocurrence and bibliographic coupling bibliometric analysis using VOSviewer software 
version 1.6.16 (0) (van Eck & Waltman, 2010).
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Keyword co-occurrence analysis shows the relationship between keywords that appear 
together in a recurring way in some parts of queried articles and in different articles. It detects 
how often those terms (keywords) are included in the sample and how close the two terms are, 
that is, the time they appear together in different articles. Bibliographic coupling examines the 
number of references that two articles have in common. If two articles cite a third, then the first 
two are bibliographically coupled. This means that, the more references they share, the more 
similar their research topic (Arroyo et al., 2022).

The interactions formed by the application of these techniques are presented in network 
maps. Graphically, each node represents a term (keyword or article, depending on the analysis) 
that belongs to a cluster. Larger nodes correspond to more significant terms than smaller nodes, 
and the closer one node is to another, the more related they are (even if the nodes are not in the 
same cluster). Finally, the lines show the links between nodes (Van Eck & Waltman, 2010).

4. RESULTS

4.1 Keywords occurrence

For the keywords co-ocurrence analysis we considered the keywords, provided by the 
authors, that occurred at least twice. Initially, there were a total of 381 keywords, of which 63 
occurred at least twice. They were grouped in nine defined clusters all related to each other. 
Figure 2 shows the visualization map.

In Cluster 1 (red), the terms financial reporting, compliance, disclosure, effectiveness 
and transparency appear together with the keywords charity, non-governmental organization, 
nonprofit organization and not-for-profit. The studies in this group address issues related to 
accountability “for what” topic by discussing the relevance of financial reporting and how the 

FIGURE 1. ARTICLE SELECTION AND KEYWORD DEFINITION
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organizations disclosure them (Cordery et al., 2019; Keating & Frumkin, 2003). Articles in this 
cluster that include the term non-governmental also address the organization's transparency and 
reputation that could be established for its accountability (Gent et al., 2015).

Cluster 2 (green) groups accounting, beneficiary accountability, case study, education, 
regulation, stakeholders, along with ngo, non-profit and public sector. Studies in this group are 
associated with accountability “to whom” question considering the different needs in relation 
to accountability information of the different stakeholders (Cordery & Baskerville, 2011; 
Yesudhas, 2019) and how they respond to the accurate information provided by the organization 
(Feng et al., 2016) without distinction among NGO or NPO.

Cluster 3 (dark blue) includes development aid, downward accountability, felt accountability, 
felt responsibility, microenterprise, upward accountability, ngos and ngos accountability. Again, 
the main topic of this group is related to accountability “to whom” subject. In this cluster most 
of the articles refer to NGOs and discuss the problem regarding accountability to different 
stakeholders and the effects that prioritizing accountability to donors (upward accountability) 
produce on the organization (Dewi et al., 2019; Murtaza, 2012) suggesting solutions to balance 
the accountability to donors and beneficiaries (downward accountability) (Chu & Luke, 2022; 
O'Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015).

Cluster 4 (yellow) gathers, donors, financial accountability, perceptions, voluntary 
disclosure, nonprofit organizations and charities. Articles in this cluster discuss the issues of 
“to whom” the nonprofit should be accountable for. Different perspectives about the greater 
accountability to donors instead of beneficiaries in NGOs are discussed and recommendations 
are suggested to balance both (AbouAssi & Trent, 2016; Connolly & Hyndman, 2017; 
Goncharenko, 2021; Kingston et al., 2019; Uddin & Belal, 2019).

Cluster 5 (purple) presents evaluation, internal development, organizational learning, 
outcome measurement, performance measurement, reporting and nonprofits. This group of 

FIGURE 2. VOSVIEWER CO-OCCURRENCE OF TERMS MAP
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articles is related to the topic of accountability “how” and addresses the need to establish 
mechanisms and frameworks, especially those related to performance measurement that could 
help to organizations to strengthen the relationship with their beneficiaries (Benjamin, 2008; 
Dar, 2014).

Cluster 6 (blue) includes accountability, governance, mission, performance, stakeholder 
salience religious organization and nonprofit. In this group, the discussion is about how 
organizations are accountable and the mechanisms they use for presenting their results (Ebrahim, 
2005) and the effect on donors in the case of NGOs (Goncharenko; 2019; Yasmin & Ghafram, 
2019).

In Cluster 7 (orange) the terms instrumental accountability, legitimacy, self-regulation, 
transnational communities, nonprofit accountability, and nonprofit governance. The articles in 
this cluster address the need to establish mechanisms that help organizations to be accountable. 
Those who deal with NGOs raise the option of self-regulation as an accountability mechanism for 
NGOs (Burger, 2012; Deloffre, 2016) or even join voluntary accountability groups (Tremblay-
Boier et al., 2016) to overcome the standard accountability mechanism.

Cluster 8 (brown) gather the terms civil society, fundraising, non-profit organization, social 
media, and stakeholder theory. This group addresses issues less related to the other clusters. 
The topics deliberated in this cluster refer to NGOs and its fundraising (Zhou, 2019) and the 
influence and relationship of NGOs with civil society (Harsh et al., 2010; Oppong, 2018).

Cluster 9 (pink) includes the terms social accounting, social capital, trust, non-governmental 
and organizations. In this group, the importance of accountability and the way in which it is 
presented is related to the trust that the donor places in the organization, named as charity, NGO 
or NPO (Guo et al., 2022; Hyndman & McConville, 2018; Yates et al., 2021).

4.2 Bibliographic coupling

We selected bibliographic coupling by document with at least five shared references to 
guarantee the research topic is similar. Of a total of 134 articles, 114 of them shared at least 5 
references and formed 6 cluster linked to each other. Figure 3 presents the visualization map 
generated.

The results found in bibliographic coupling are in line with the research avenues found in 
keyword analysis. Although in the case of keywords there is a greater number of clusters, since 
some articles are in more than one cluster due to they refer several keywords.

Articles in Cluster 1 (red) conceptualize about the challenge nonprofit accountability 
represents in relation to accountability “for what” and accountability to “whom” The articles 
explore accountability through social analysis of relationships between individuals enacted 
through social interaction, and options to improve the issues accountability represents (Ebrahim 
et al., 2014; Hielscher et al., 2017; Yates et al., 2021).

In cluster 2 (green) the authors address the relevance of NGO disclosures to NGO 
stakeholders. The studies analyze the effectiveness of NGO accountability and transparency 
disclosures—via social media, websites, or watchdog organizations—in attracting donations. 
Interestingly, different studies have found that donors often do not consult to watchdog ratings 
or NGO disclosures when making their donation decisions. Instead, they appear to assess the 
effectiveness and trustworthiness of NGOs through other means, such as familiarity, word of 
mouth, or the NGO's visibility in the community. The challenge thus seems to be to provide 
the information that users want, such as organizational effectiveness, not only use of funds the 
NGO received (Connolly & Hyndman, 2013; Gálvez-Rodriguez et al., 2016).
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In Cluster 3 (dark blue) we found articles that study the effect of NGO performance and 
accountability on the NGO itself. Those articles discuss the negative effect of pressure on NGO 
performance measurement and accountability information on the NGO. The results seem to 
show that, the greater the pressure, the worse the NGO’s performance (Goncharenko, 2021; 
O’Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015). Analyzing the effect of volunteers on downward accountability, 
Dewi et al. (2019) observe that having volunteers can improve beneficiary accounting by 
reducing the distance between the NGO and its beneficiaries.

Most of the articles in Cluster 4 (yellow) examines accountability processes and 
mechanisms making distinction and clarifying the relationship between the accountability 
processes and the relationship with the different stakeholders. The topic of NGOs continuing to 
prioritize upwards accountability, despite NGOs’ intentions to change that trend is also revised 
(Benjamin, 2008; Murtaza, 2012; Yesudhas, 2019).

Analysis of the articles in each cluster shows that Cluster 5 (purple) gathers articles 
that primarily address regulation of NGOs’ financial disclosures as a means of improving 
accountability to donors. These articles discuss the importance of accreditation and regulatory 
compliance and the influence of NGOs’ organization and executives on that process. Heightened 
scrutiny of accountability, transparency, and ethical behavior are now part of the everyday 
language of NGO stakeholders. This scrutiny also enables NGOs to differentiate themselves 
from other NGOs and to strengthen their bonds with donors (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Ospina 
et al., 2002; Schmitz et al., 2012).

Cluster 6 investigate the complexity of and the interaction between the accountability 
needs of the stakeholders in the context of nonprofit performance (Wellens & Jegers, 2014), 
the limited knowledge of the relative importance of different stakeholder and whether the 
information disclosed by the nonprofit meets their needs. Connolly & Hyndman (2017) also 
investigate the interaction between the accountability needs of donors and beneficiaries in the 

FIGURE 3. VOSVIEWER BIBLIOGRAPHIC COUPLING MAP
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context of NGO performance. Despite the claims in the literature, they found that, upward 
accountability may facilitate the NGO’s downward accountability process.

5. DISCUSSION

In this section we analyze in depth the articles from the bibliometric analysis to identify 
NGOs peculiarities that may influence the NGO´s accountability from donor’s perspective and 
its main researchers. In order to do so, we assemble the articles according to the essential 
questions to whom the NGO is accountable; for what the NGO is responsible and how the 
information is provided.

Accountability to whom

Donors, through their monetary donations or volunteer work, provide the resources 
that NGOs have to do their work. This dependence on donor contributions influences the 
prioritization of NGOs' accountability towards them. Bias toward upward accountability affects 
not only the beneficiaries and their communities but also other types of relationships targeted 
by the NGO (Schmitz et al., 2012). Besides, the effect for that prioritization sometimes makes 
it difficult for NGOs to execute projects. Focusing on short-term issues to demonstrate results 
to donors makes it problematic to implement long-term projects that might be more relevant to 
their performance (Ebrahim, 2009; Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006; Ebrahim, 2003a; Edwards & 
Hulme, 1996; Kilby, 2006; Van Zyl & Claeyé, 2019; Wallace et al., 2006).

The accountability to donors implies that NGOs need to publish information for donors 
that could limit the possibility of making other types of reports that are also necessary to know 
the NGO. Such practice may introduce a certain bias by restraining the scope of failures and 
therefore concealing the need to be more effective (Agyemang et al., 2009; Burger & Owens, 
2010; Ebrahim, 2003b; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2007; Schmitz et al., 2012). Reports preparation 
for donors also incurs in a higher administration cost for the NGOs, which in turn impacts 
negatively on donors’ demand for low overhead cost (Calabrese, 2010; Cnaan et al., 2011; 
Dietz et al., 2017; Feng et al., 2016; Ito & Slatten, 2020).

In view of the criticism of prioritizing upward accountability, some authors have presented 
alternatives to improve NGOs’ accountability process. Hielscher et al. (2017) propose that 
accountability must be founded on a comprehensive governance approach that analyzes all 
relationships with NGO stakeholders. These authors show that improving accountability in 
NGOs requires identifying the underlying competence dilemma in the NGO and focusing on 
collective self-regulation as a solution. Agyemang et al. (2009), Edwards and Fowler (2002), 
Kilby (2006), O’Dwyer & Unerman (2010), and van Zyl and Claeyé (2019) propose that 
beneficiaries should participate in the NGO’s accountability process by establishing a dialogue 
with them to assess how their needs are being met. Ebrahim (2003a,b; 2005), Christensen and 
Ebrahim (2006), and Costa et al. (2011) propose that nonprofits’ accountability should be based 
on the organization’s mission. Such change could avoid the problems NGOs face in responding 
to upward accountability to donors and downward accountability to beneficiaries. It would save 
NGOs from the danger of making accountability relationships with donors primary, since NGOs 
should be firm in their mission and thus also in their commitment to beneficiaries. Schmitz et al. 
(2012) proposed that solution is to share more relevant information with the beneficiaries and 
be more transparent in the communications, without clearly specifying how this could be done.

In the more recent literature, other authors, seek to eliminate the negative bias in 
donor accountability. Connolly & Hyndman (2017) investigate the interaction between the 
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accountability needs of donors and beneficiaries in the context of NGO performance. Despite 
the claims in the literature, they find that donors, while seen as prominent stakeholders in 
NGOs, cede power to beneficiaries. Accountability to donors, therefore, does not necessarily 
preclude accountability to beneficiaries. On the contrary, upward accountability may facilitate 
the NGO’s downward accountability process. Similarly, O'Dwyer & Unerman (2007) show 
that donors also want to help NGOs improve accountability to beneficiaries. Dewi et al. (2019) 
observe that having volunteers can improve beneficiary accountability by reducing the distance 
between the NGO and its beneficiaries. Options such a felt responsibility to beneficiaries, in line 
with the organization’s mission, has also been identified as a mediator to balance both upward 
and downward accountability (Chu & Luke, 2022; O'Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015). Although 
these ideas are not common in the literature, they certainly have interesting implications for 
overcoming the limitations posed by bottom-up responsibility in NGOs

Accountability for what

The earliest studies on this subject distinguish between short-term functional 
accountability, which accounts for the use of resources and immediate impact; and strategic 
accountability, which accounts for the impact of one NGO’s actions on other organizations and 
on the environment in general (Avina, 1993; Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Najam, 1996). Ebrahim 
(2003a) and O’Dwyer & Unerman (2007) follow this differentiation between functional and 
strategic accountability.

In a following study, Cutt and Murray (2000) defined procedural accountability, as 
a basic level common to all organizations, that includes the organization’s accomplishment 
of processes and procedures. The second level, consequential accountability, is explicitly 
related to achievement of organizational objectives according to their mission and operational 
methods. Based on these definitions, the authors establish that the NGO’s financial statements 
simply describe the various sources of funding the organization uses and provide information 
at the basic procedural level but do not determine the impact of executing NGOs’ programs 
(consequential accountability).

Continuing with the differentiation of two types of accountabilities, Saxton and Guo (2011) 
follow Brinkerhoff’s (2001), define accountability for finance as related to financial resources 
and accountability for performance which seeks to demonstrate performance, considering the 
NGO’s mission objectives. Accountability for performance involves demonstrating the NGO’s 
progress toward its goals and holding it accountable for the agreed-upon performance objectives 
and achievement of its mission.

Subsequent studies (Brody, 2002; Connolly & Hyndman, 2004; Frumkin, 2006; Goodin, 
2003; McDonnell & Rutherford, 2018) persist in identify two types of accountabilities with the 
same differentiation between financial and performance accountability, denominated fiduciary 
accountability and performance accountability. Fiduciary accountability depends on the credit 
and trust that organizations deserve. Performance accountability has two sub-dimensions: 
process responsibility and substantive responsibility. The first sub-dimension refers to the 
NGO’s organization and management and the second to how the results of NGOs’ activities 
relate to their objectives.

In summary, although there is not a single classification, there is a consensus among the 
scholars that accountability “for what?” must distinguish between financial and performance 
results. Performance accountability is more relevant for NGOs since they should be accountable 
to donors and other stakeholders not only for financial sustainability but for the social impact 
of their activities as defined in their mission. However, although the most significant aspect 



SECCIÓN ESPECIAL

-42-

Ríos Romero M.J., Urquía-Grande E., Abril C.
NGO accountability to donors: better said than done

of NGOs is how they accomplish their social mission, still financial accountability gets extra 
attention (Cordery et al., 2019; Keating & Frumkin, 2003).

Nevertheless, there are scholars who discuss the negative effect of pressure on NGO 
performance measurement and accountability information on the NGO. The results seem 
to show that, the greater the pressure, the worse the NGO’s performance. Ebrahim (2003a) 
disagrees with the assumption that the more rigorous the performance measurement, the better. 
The time required to measure performance means that other activities must be stopped or 
delayed, so this accountability represents an opportunity cost for the NGO. He thus proposes 
focusing on measures that are really relevant to the NGO, not measures that are countable. Such 
practice would focus the NGO’s work more closely on its beneficiaries, whose interest is not in 
being informed but in being served. O’Dwyer and Boomsma (2015) found that accountability 
was fading as government accountability requirements became stricter and more demanding. 
In addition, since literature has proven that donors do not rely on standard accountability 
information in their donation decision (Connolly & Hyndman, 2013; Gálvez-Rodriguez et 
al., 2016; McDougle & Handy; 2014; Saxton et al., 2012; Szper & Prakash, 2011), it seems 
counterintuitive to spend money on reports that donors are not going to use.

Finally, there is a less studied area in the NGOs accountability which is that it can help 
to build donors’ trust. Through the information that NGO disclosures, NGO can reinforce its 
legitimacy and transparency, standing out from other organizations and thus attract a greater 
number of donors (Gent et al., 2015; Goncharenko, 2019; Guo et al. 2022; Hyndman & 
McConville, 2018; Yates et al., 2021).

Accountability how

Ebrahim (2003a, 2005), defines accountability tools as instruments or techniques nonprofits 
use to show accountability. Tools include financial reports, disclosures, and performance 
evaluations, repeated over time, and aimed primarily at donors. Other tools that nonprofits use 
are management practices that strengthen an organization’s focus on its mission, that ensure 
that the institution's core values, and mission are upheld and respond to donor concerns. He 
also points out that nonprofits tend to focus more on short-term accountability, in part because 
of the push for accountability upwards, rather than for the more strategic, long-term processes 
that form the core of nonprofits activity.

In the case of NGO, accountability mechanisms are used primarily to show donors that 
financial resources were used as intended and that the NGO's actions achieved the expected 
impact (Ebrahim, 2003a; Najam, 1996; O 'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007). Upward accountability 
makes NGOs more active in reporting, auditing, and monitoring activities to demonstrate 
their performance (Christensen & Ebrahim, 2006; van Zyl & Claeyé, 2019). No such clear 
mechanisms exist, however, to evaluate NGO performance.

To overcome this constraint some authors propose “self-regulation” as an accountability 
process that NGOs perform by developing standard codes of behavior and performance. Self-
regulation aims, on the one hand, to improve the NGO’s image despite a public scandal and, 
on the other, to protect the NGO from particularly restrictive regulations (Schweitz, 2001). 
Although government oversight (especially through reporting) may be appropriate for building 
public trust, self-regulation serves as a mechanism thus improves accountability processes 
to donors, beneficiaries, and the NGO itself (Burger, 2012; Ebrahim, 2003a; Hielscher et al., 
2017; Stoezer et al., 2021). Costa and Andreaus (2014) propose a conceptual model that 
provides a mechanism to assess both functional and strategic accountability, its effectiveness 
and efficiency, and to drive behavior through feedback and readjustment. Another proposal 
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is to join accountability clubs that incorporate mechanisms that monitor compliance and help 
maintain the necessary standards for the organization (Gugerty, 2009; Tremblay-Boire et al., 
2016; Yates et al., 2021). Murtaza (2012) and Yesudhas (2019) stress that, despite NGOs’ 
aspirations for more meaningful and integrated accountability, they prioritize accountability 
to boards and donors and provide weak accountability to communities. To change this practice, 
the authors recommend developing an accountability mechanism and practicing transparency 
to empower beneficiaries. They do not, however, specify clearly how this change could be 
achieved.

Yet it is not only the limitations implied by the current mechanisms for adequate 
accountability in NGOs. The reporting process and communication require, a higher number 
of NGO staff personal to perform the process and thus higher overhead costs. This requisite 
creates a contradiction, due to the need to report low administrative expenses, as some NGOs 
lack a decent infrastructure to prepare the reports. Small NGOs are barely able to function as 
organizations, let alone serve their beneficiaries (Calabrese, 2010; Cnaan et al., 2011; Dar, 
2014; Ito & Slatten, 2020; Liket & Maas, 2015).

6. CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

Although the nonprofit accountability field is receiving attention from academics, it is still 
difficult to fully understand as researchers use a multitude of similar, but different key concepts. 
The wide range and complexity of the different types of organizations that comprise this sector 
create major challenges in research. In addition, it is not easy to build on previous findings, 
given the widespread use of the term “nonprofit” no matter what type of organization/cause it 
refers to.

The aim of the article is to shed light on accountability issues, specifically in NGOs. As 
these organizations dedicate themselves to more sensitive causes in society, donors demand 
greater transparency and legitimacy than to other nonprofits. So, accountability is a very 
significant area in NGOs as it demonstrates to stakeholders how they make their decisions 
and what results they obtain. It also enables NGOs to strengthen their legitimacy by making 
their values and the objectives to which they are oriented public. Further, transparency in their 
actions will serve to attract more donors and thus improve their financing.

NGOs rely heavily on donors to do their work, so they tend to prioritize their upward 
accountability to justify how they use the money they receive from the donations. Donors 
primarily raise three basic dimensions of accountability “for what”: transparency and 
effectiveness, legitimacy and reliability, and performance. The transparency dimension 
addresses how the money is spent and whether is it used effectively. Legitimacy questions 
address the values of the NGO and its role in society. Measuring performance has to do not 
only with the services provided by the NGO but also with the quality of the services provided 
that the financial resources were used well (Ebrahim, 2003a; Goncharenko, 2019; Jordan, 2005; 
Keating & Frumkin, 2003; Songco, 2007).

However, our research has identified several boundaries in the process—and prioritization 
of—accountability to NGO donors, whatever their cause or size. Since donors will not give 
their support without results from the NGO, NGOs are pressured to present results in the short 
term. Complying with this pressure enables them to improve their reputation and attract donors 
but restrict their achieving more strategic objectives in the long term (Gent et al., 2015). It may 
cause NGOs to reduce their reporting of failures and undesirable results and thus limit their 
ability to learn and be more effective (Agyemang et al., 2009; Burger & Owens, 2010; Ebrahim, 
2003b; Jacobs & Wilford, 2010; O'Dwyer & Unerman, 2007; Schmitz et al., 2012; van Zyl & 
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Claeyé, 2019). Preparing presentations on reports and results generates higher administrative 
costs that works against the NGOs because they are required to have low overheads cost 
(Calabrese, 2010; Cnaan et al., 2011; Dietz et al., 2017; Feng et al., 2016; Ito & Slatten, 2020; 
Lecy & Searing, 2015; Liket & Maas, 2015). Moreover, such presentations incur in opportunity 
costs as resources are dedicated to the information task rather than to other activities more 
relevant to achieve the NGO's objectives.

Some academics revisits the constraints donors impose on NGO accountability and short-
term results relative to the possibility of partnerships with NGOs. The fact that NGO accounting 
is dominated by external accountability for the funds received limited use of management 
accounting. It would, however, enable improvement of value for money in the NGO’s programs 
and therefore their effectiveness (Clerkin & Quinn, 2019; Hudock, 2000). AbouAssi and Trent 
(2016) argue that greater accountability to donors could also help NGOs better manage other 
types of institutional organizations that enable them to reduce dependency on their donors. 
Providing accountability information based on felt responsibility has also been considered to 
help regulate accountability among all NGO stakeholders, not just donors (Chu & Luke, 2022; 
O'Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015). Even some researchers are already finding advantages in upward 
accountability since demanding results from NGOs can be linked to NGO effectiveness. Donors 
are also more aware of the importance of accountability towards beneficiaries, as it shows how 
effective the NGO is in performing its task (Ebrahim, 2003a; Jacobs & Wilford, 2010; O'Dwyer 
& Unerman, 2007; Schmitz et al., 2012; van Zyl & Claeyé, 2019).

NGOs need accountability systems (“how”) to suit their organization and donors and 
help them accomplish their financial objectives while they work to achieve their ultimate goal. 
Those mechanisms should be geared toward answering questions about transparency and 
legitimacy as well as assessing the independence and reliability of the NGOs. Many scholars 
have been studying these accountability systems, both reviewing the financial accounting tools 
NGOs should use (Andreaus & Costa, 2014; Ebrahim, 2003a,b; Keating & Frumkin, 2003) and 
exploring downward accountability mechanisms (Jordan, 2007; O’Dwyer & Unerman, 2010; 
O’Leary, 2017). No such clear mechanisms exist, however, to evaluate NGO performance. 
Despite their usefulness, self-regulation (Burger, 2012; Hielscher et al., 2017; Stoezer et al., 
2021) and participation (Ebrahim, 2003a) do not seem to be easy mechanisms to implement and 
standardize so they can be updated periodically and consulted.

Hence, our proposal for future lines of research is to continue investigating the processes and 
mechanisms of accountability to donors to overcome the limitations so that donor accountability 
serves as a tool for improvement in NGOs. We believe that appropriate, accurate accountability 
can become the indicator of NGOs’ quality and trust, not only enabling the NGO to demonstrate 
its transparency and legitimacy but transforming its accountability into a marketing tool by 
which donors can evaluate it and compare it with other NGOs. To achieve this goal, NGOs must 
meet information requirements from donors. They must enhance communication with donors 
by asking them the important issues on which they want to be informed. Donors might consider 
not only financial results but other issues, such as good governance, greater consistency with 
stated objectives, professional experience, and transparency in expenses. The information 
presented to donors would thus include issues related to the NGO’s performance, enabling it to 
improve accountability to its beneficiaries. Further, this information could help to ensure that 
the accountability mechanism developed for the donor also serves as a learning mechanism for 
the NGO. In addition, we consider it would be useful for NGOs to ask their donors not only 
what kind of information they want but how often they expect to receive it. In this way, NGOs 
would meet the donors' expectations of staying informed, stop making unnecessary reports, and 
reduce their administrative costs.
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Other lines of research, related to the above, are to analyze whether more suitable 
accountability reduces the overhead cost of producing unnecessary reports. Despite the 
complexity of the sector, build an “accountability taxonomy” for NGOs that considers their cause, 
size, and geography will be very relevant to create a body of knowledge on which to advance 
future research on NGOs. Last, we suggest that investigate the effect of donor accountability on 
intention to donate is also very promising research avenue worth to investigate.

Finally, as with any study, our research is not exempt from limitations. First of all, there 
is a risk in biographical analysis of the bias that search engines can impose. However, we 
verified that the references included correspond to relevant articles in the literature and also 
consulted articles referenced in the most cited (snowball). Second, the NGOs addresses in 
the article are mainly devoted to development cause; thus, as suggested for future research, it 
would be interesting to consider NGOs that address different causes and some other factors, 
such as NGO size or whether an NGO is local or international, as these may impact on NGO 
accountability.
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