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Seminar 4
NGO legitimacy and accountability

6th November 2009

Programme:

13.00
Civil society in politics and advocacy – how to ensure and demonstrate accountability and legitimacy?

Presentation by Bjørn Førde, UNDP Governance Centre, Oslo

Questions and discussion


14.30 
Coffee break

14.50
The INGO Accountability Charter – committing to accountability and transparency.


Presentation by CIVICUS representative  

16.15  
Main findings and conclusions 

17.00 
End of seminar 


Seminar 4:

NGO legitimacy and accountability

Background paper

	As development NGOs involve more and more in advocacy and political activities, questions to their accountability and legitimacy are raised from different stakeholders. NGOs are faced with extremely complex accountability demands and requested to ensure upwards, inwards, horizontal and downwards accountability - on their own behalf and as well on partners. Demands appears comprehensive as NGOs apparently need accountability mechanisms linked to transparency, participation, monitoring and complaints and redress mechanisms. The question is whether such demands will pose serious challenges to small and volunteer based NGOs?


Intro

While the legitimacy and accountability debate was initially being pushed by civil society organisations towards governments and the private sector, since the 1990s accountability questions have been addressed to NGOs from governments, media and the public as from within the NGO community itself. The increase in number of NGOs and in NGO development funds, their stronger voices, their involvement and increased power in advocacy and policy debates, and their focus on democracy internationally are some of the factors pushing the accountability demands. As NGOs mobilise people and resources through commitment to social change, and they bring up issues and advocate on behalf of poor and marginalised groups, it is obviously vital for them to hold a reputation as legitimate and accountable players.

This seminar will focus upon the following issues:

· The concepts and mechanisms for NGO accountability and legitimacy

· The challenges posed by accountability and legitimacy claims

· The INGO Accountability Charter

NGO accountability: For what and to whom?

According to the UNDP Governance Centre, accountability should be understood as the character of the relationship between rights holders and duty bearers. An accountably relationship is one in which duty bearers are obliged to account for and take responsibility for their actions; while rights holders are able to hold these duty bearers accountable. Accountability requires answerability and enforceability – that is the ability of duty bearers to explain and justify their actions, and the possibility of right holders to sanction or reward decision makers for their performance. 

Questions to NGO accountability usually focus on effectiveness in performance, political independency and reliability regarding internal affairs and constituency involvement. Legitimacy is analysed in terms of connections to the public, transparency mechanisms, representative status and policies towards the voice of beneficiaries. 

NGO accountability can be seen as the responsibility to answer for specific performance expectations to specific stakeholders. Traditionally, NGO accountability has been focused on accountability towards the donors and towards the ‘owners’ of the NGO, e.g. the General Assembly or Board of Directors. However, in recent years NGOs have moved towards a “stakeholder approach” to accountability, which transfers the right to accountability to anyone that will be affected by the organisation’s policies. This is defined by Lawrenze and Nezhad as:

Upwards accountability – to donors and governments

Inwards accountability – to staff and mission

Horizontal accountability – to peers/allies (other NGOs)

Downwards accountability – clients/beneficiaries

Accountability mechanisms should be applied and appropriate with regard to the specific context, hence accountability needs to be defined in relation to the purpose (accountability for what?), the duty bearers (accountability of whom?) and the rights holders (accountability to whom?). 

For NGOs it seems important to define how to deal with diverse accountability claims from different stakeholders, and moreover to discuss the challenges, weaknesses and risks embedded within various accountability politics. 

NGO legitimacy – how to deal with diverse demands?

Brown and Jagadananda define legitimacy as ‘perceptions by key stakeholders that the existence, activities and impact of CSOs are justifiable and appropriate in terms of central social values and institutions”. Legitimacy thus has to do with more general contextual expectations to organisations, related for instance to their legal legitimacy (compliance with legal and regulatory requirements), normative legitimacy (conformity with social norms and values), pragmatic legitimacy (instrumental value) and cognitive legitimacy (work is seen as ‘making sense’ to wider society). 

To enhance legitimacy, one needs to comply with models of organisations that constitute role models, to inform external stakeholders in legitimated terms, to manipulate myths, symbols and ceremonies to build legitimacy at a cognitive level and to promote new standards of legitimacy.

NGOs need to deal with diverse and complex legitimacy demands from constituencies in the North and the South addressing the organisation or even their partners, all requiring different means of “proof” in order to acknowledge legitimacy.

The INGO Accountability Charter

Four core accountability mechanisms are transparency mechanisms (information), participation mechanisms (involvement of stakeholders in decision making), evaluation mechanisms (assessing activities, outputs, outcomes and impact), and complaints and redress mechanisms (questions).

More specific examples of accountability mechanisms are, according to Lee, certification systems, rating systems, codes of conduct, monitoring and evaluation systems, disclosure of statements and reports, participation and social auditing.

The INGO Accountability Charter is an example of how NGOs attempt to commit to transparency and accountability towards a wide range of stakeholders (peoples, including future generations, ecosystems, members and supporters, staff members and volunteers, partner organisations, regulatory bodies, decision makers, media, and the general public). In this case the worlds most prominent international organisations such as Transparency International, Action Aid, Oxfam, CIVICUS and Save the Children Alliance for instance have signed the Charter which aims at identifying and defining shared principles, policies and practices, enhancing internal and external transparency and accountability, encouraging communication with stakeholders and improving performance and effectiveness as organisations. The shared principles outlined include respect for political and financial independence, responsible advocacy, effective programmes, non-discrimination, transparency (reporting, auditing, accuracy of information), good governance, ethical fundraising and professional management. 

NGOs needs to respond to the criticism on accountability mechanisms for being more focused on upwards than on downwards accountability and for being time consuming and costly.  
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