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Abstract

Overview and Purpose

With a heightened tension as to the accountability and transparency of non-government organizations
(NGOs) in the world, especially in developing countries like Bangladesh, research interest among
academics, independent scholars, institutes, and policymakers in this field has compounded in recent
times. Nevertheless, rigorous academic research in this respect is very limited in Bangladesh, and in
the case of local NGOs, it is scarce. To this end, this study aimed to explore current accountability
practices in NGOs in Bangladesh.

Methodology

To attain its aim, the study used a qualitative research strategy followed by a multiple case study
design, drawing on the interpretivism epistemology. Eventually, the study focused its investigative
lens on four local NGOs using a combination of five data collection methods like interviews, FGDs,
observation, document analysis, and an open-ended survey. Using a purposive sampling strategy, the
study included a diverse range of research participants from almost all groups of stakeholders in order
to delve into critical insights into accountability practices. Alongside, steps were taken to ensure the
rigor of the study, mostly in line with Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) credibility criteria. Drawing on
stakeholder theory and legitimacy theory, the study utilized thematic data analysis techniques to
analyze the data and draw theory-informed conclusions.

Findings

This study revealed that while NGOs in Bangladesh are somewhat active in discharging accountability
to their powerful stakeholders, primarily donors and regulators, they are almost indifferent in
discharging accountability to their beneficiaries and community members. In this regard, the study
unveiled three motives for NGOs’ accountability practices. First and foremost, NGOs practice
accountability because of coercion on the part of donors and regulators. Second, they carry out welfare
activities to some extent so as to establish their legitimacy in the eyes of people in society. Finally,
NGOs are found to practice accountability based on their moral obligation to serve society as a whole,
albeit to a very limited and, in most cases, absent extent. And these motivations shape the nature and
extent to which different accountability mechanisms are used by NGOs in Bangladesh. The study also
found that, with a varying degree, almost all groups of stakeholders are liable for the lack of
accountability practices in NGOs. Evidently, NGOs are prone to implementing their donors' agendas,
which largely divert them from their original social mission. Furthermore, it was alleged that NGOs
are more concerned with achieving their own sustainability than the sustainability of their
beneficiaries and communities. Accordingly, the study noticed a growing public distrust in NGOs, and
trust in microcredit programs is almost nonexistent. Nonetheless, while emphasizing the importance
of accountability and transparency, all stakeholders agreed that NGOs are necessary for the people
and society as a whole.

Recommendations

The study came to the conclusion that, among others, a good coordination between all stakeholder
groups, including beneficiaries and community members, a common purpose of all stakeholders, and
a good mindset of all are three primitive grounds that stand as a way out of the poor accountability
practices in NGOs in Bangladesh. Based on the findings of the study, an accountability framework was
presented and discussed to serve as a guideline for NGOs, which in turn is expected to promote a good
accountability culture in the NGO sector in Bangladesh. In addition, under this accountability
framework, several policy options were put forward for each group of stakeholders so that these
stakeholders could adopt and implement initiatives from their own standpoints.

Originality and Value

Whatsoever, with the ongoing debates and discussions as to NGOs’ accountability and transparency,
as well as the importance of this sector for the country’s development, this study is an original
contribution to the literature in that it has combined theoretical explanations for current
accountability practices with rich empirical data from the grassroots level. And most importantly, the
proposed accountability framework continues to leave a distinct mark on Bangladesh's NGO
accountability landscape. Despite being a context-specific study, the findings of this study could be
deliberately utilized in similar fields, especially in non-profit sectors. Furthermore, this study posed a
breeding ground for future NGO accountability research.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 Background of the Study

On the eve of the most recent United Nations assembly, it was evident how significantly non-
government organizations (NGOs), also known as non-governmental organizations, have an
impact on world power and politics. This intergovernmental organization's Committee on Non-
Governmental Organizations began its resumption session in 2022 by recommending 106 NGOs
for special consultative status with the Economic and Social Council (United Nations, 2022).
With a historical record tracing back to 1400 BC, although debatable, the world has seen the
persuasive presence of NGOs ranging from local humanitarian actions to global policy debates
(Hossen, 2021). The case becomes more unequivocal if the comment of Akira Iriye, a Harvard
historian, is taken into consideration, when he stated emphatically that “to ignore NGOs is to
misread the history of the twentieth-century world” (Iriye, 1999). Having the same tone, after 23
years of Iriy's comment, Reza (2022) decisively stated that NGOs are frequently viewed as
alternatives to traditional resources that can promote greater awareness, change, and
development, particularly in underserved communities or societies dealing with difficult

problems that have an impact on their quality of life.

Although the term “NGO” was first officially introduced in Article 71 of the United Nations'
Charter in 1945, the same organization (i.e., the United Nations) appraised the work of NGOs by
stating that “from schools and hospitals to water and shelter, in many parts of the world, NGOs
are providing more services today than ever” (Davies, 2014). In a report by the World Bank, it
was highlighted that NGOs’ involvement in World Bank programs climbed from 6% in the late
1980s to over 70% in 2006 (World Bank, 2006). While drawing conclusions about the
substantive character of NGOs, as cited in Salamon et al. (2003), the Center for Civil Society
Studies at Johns Hopkins University asserted that if NGOs were a country, they would have the

fifth-largest economy in the world.

The contribution of NGOs across countries is well documented in the literature. As evident in the
literature, NGOs' contributions are commendable in the areas of: global policies and standards
(Kaba, 2021); healthcare (Pillay, 2022; Sajadi et al., 2022); education (Hossen, 2021);
environmental protection (Azis, 2021); human rights (Ahmad & Arshad, 2021); disaster
management (Park & Yoon, 2022); and international treaties (Reiners & Versluis, 2022). To date,
the contribution of NGOs is highly anticipated in world development, as in the case of the SDGs

(Besancon et al., 2022).
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The role of NGOs is expected to such an extent that UN Today, the official magazine of
international civil servants of the United Nations at Geneva, recognized and urged that NGOs are
essential to reaching the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 (Koshy, 2022). In order
to translate development resources and create a sustainable future, a larger partner network of

NGOs is required.

Given this increase in numbers, expanded areas of operations, and substantive impact, Azis
(2021) asserted that the impact of non-government organizations (NGOs) extends beyond their
increasing numbers. And, as Goddard (2021) pointed out, their role in developing countries is
notable for the most part. One of the important factors that attracted the attention of academics,
researchers, and development practitioners to the positive role of NGOs is the extent of trust that
people put in NGOs. According to Alnoor Ebrahim, an Associate Professor at Harvard Business
School, NGOs are more trustworthy and accountable than governmental or corporate actors, and
they also uphold moral principles and encourage ethical behavior (Ebrahim, 2009). In 2011,
Edelman characterized NGOs as the most trusted institutions in all regions of the world
compared to government, media, and business (Edelman, 2011). However, over time, this faith in
NGOs has started to wane. For instance, the 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer reports a decline in
trust in NGOs in 11 of the 27 countries surveyed, and as a result, NGOs are viewed as less ethical
and competent than businesses (Delahunty, 2021). The most recent survey, the 2022 Edelman
Trust Barometer, indicates that trust in NGOs is still lower than in business (The Giving Review,

2022).

In a piece of writing in the Washington Post, a leading daily newspaper in the U.S., Dolsak and
Prakash (2016) critically explored the question, “Why would anyone ask to look at NGOs’ books?”
These two authors spelled out that NGOs are virtuous by definition. When financial matters enter
the picture, the saintly nature of NGOs is exposed as a lie. Furthermore, DolSak and Prakash
(2016) claimed that donors are no longer willing to simply “trust” NGOs. NGOs now must
provide evidence that they use the funds efficiently and effectively. Thus, NGOs appear to be
experiencing a crisis of trustworthiness (Keating & Thrandardottir, 2017). This progressive
decline in public confidence in NGOs could be linked to a number of widely reported scandals in
the international media, including the Oxfam Haiti crisis (e.g., Carolei, 2022; Mednick & Craze,

2022; Morely, 2018; O'Driscoll, 2022; Ping, 2022).

Into the bargain, NGOs’ actual intentions have also been repeatedly questioned in recent
decades. For instance, Morley (2018) accused NGOs on the grounds that they make poverty
profitable. After speaking with 50 chief executives of the largest development NGOs in the world,
a team of researchers from the University of Oxford unearthed that NGOs are in a crisis of

legitimacy, core identity, and relevance (McVeigh, 2022).
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This very recent study also found that leading charities tend to focus more on their own internal
dynamics than the development needs of a changing world. Furthermore, the extent of NGOs’
contributions to development is not beyond question. To this end, O'Driscoll (2022), in his recent

writing, raised the question, "Do international NGOs cause more problems than they solve?"

Another current study that looked at people in Burkina Faso, the Central African Republic, Chad,
Somalia, and Uganda showed that they felt their most basic requirements were not met by the aid
they received (Praag & Sattler, 2022). Needless to say, NGOs have been acutely criticized on
several grounds, such as mission drift (O'Driscoll, 2022), fund-raising approaches (Dortonne,
2016), excessive salaries of CEOs (Morley, 2018), financial embezzlement (McDonnell &
Rutherford, 2019), sexual scandal (Morley, 2018), their actual motives (O'Driscoll, 2022), racial
discrimination (Ping, 2022), a negative impact on human rights (Carolei & Bernaz, 2021), not
focusing on actual needs (Lopez, 2022), and an interference in domestic politics (DolSak &
Prakash, 2016).

That being the case, academics, researchers, and practitioners have started to suspect the role of
NGOs. Accordingly, as evident in the literature, the academic world was divided into two groups
based on the actual role played by NGOs across countries. One group of academic scholars has
praised NGOs for their influence in a variety of different sectors and contexts (e.g., Park & Yoon,
2022; Rajabi et al., 2022). Contrarily, a second group has taken a critical stance by raising doubts
about the effectiveness of NGOs' current mode of operation (e.g., Amofah & Agyare, 2022; Atia &
Herrold, 2018; Banks et al., 2015; Chowdhury, 2022; Suarez & Gugerty, 2016). To pursue this
further, Banks (2021) posits that whether and how NGOs can uphold their civil society duties
alongside their triumphs in service delivery has been a recurring subject in NGO studies over the
past three decades. What’s more is that the world has witnessed the seizure of NGO operations by

regulators in many countries like Nicaragua (Lopez, 2022) and India (Purohit, 2022).

Like the controversial cases of NGOs in both developed and developing countries, Bangladesh
has also witnessed the assorted roles of NGOs. Although this South Asian country is known as the
"land of NGOs" and has demonstrated the vital role that they can play in furthering development
(A. Choudhury, 2022), NGOs in Bangladesh have drawn praise and criticism (Lewis, 2011). In
Bangladesh, the fragile and fragmented character of formal political institutions, coupled with
the availability of donor aid, led to the emergence of thousands of NGOs (Ullah & Routray, 2007;
Lewis, 2008). Again, this NGO sector in Bangladesh is critically important from a socio-economic
perspective. According to the official records of NGOAB, cited by Transparency International
Bangladesh (2018), the NGOs operating in Bangladesh received a total of 65,428.82 crore taka
(about $65 million) for a total of 23,895 projects between July 1990 and February 2017.

In comparison to other time periods, the NGOs received the most funding from 2010 to 2015,

totaling 25,351.58 crore Taka. An estimate shows that 24.5% of foreign assistance to this country
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has been channeled through NGOs since 1993 (Gauri & Galef, 2005; World Bank, 2006). In the
face of Rohingya refugees, this influx of foreign funds for NGOs operating in Bangladesh has

increased in recent times (Uddin, 2022).

Surprisingly, the expansion of NGOs provides only marginally more benefits to disadvantaged
clients (Haider, 2011). In a comprehensive study on NGO governance, Transparency
International Bangladesh (2007) found that 100% of a sample of NGOs failed to satisfy their
accountabilities to their service recipients and that 70% of the NGOs in the same sampled group
failed to completely implement their programs. This organization performed a second study on
NGOs in 2018 with an emphasis on governance issues, and the results showed that most of the
local and national executive directors (EDs) were the founders of their respective organizations

and tended to run them according to their own preferences.

According to Mir and Bala's (2014) respondents, only about 30 to 40 percent of donated money
actually goes to the intended recipients, with the remaining 60 to 70 percent going to a
complicated web of corruption and administrative costs, some of which are caused by the donors
themselves. Despite being fashionable, as stated by Ahmed et al. (2022), NGOs are controversial
in Bangladesh. In a neoteric conversation on the 50th anniversary of Bangladesh’s NGOs, David
Lewis and Naomi Hossain stated that people in Bangladesh are divided on whether they believe
NGOs are a good thing or not, even if they acknowledge that they have played a crucial role in the
nation's growth (Lewis & Hossain, 2021). For example, the NGOAB has revoked the registration
of 723 NGOs until September 2022 in response to the contentious issues surrounding NGOs in
Bangladesh (NGO Affairs Bureau, 2022).

Given the growing controversies about NGOs’ performance, mismanagement, and scandals that
abound around the world and also in Bangladesh, as discussed so far, NGOs have been facing
increasing scrutiny over their accountability (Kuruppu et al., 2022). Not only the media but also
the United Nations published a development dossier titled Debating NGO Accountability in
2006. While highlighting the background of this dossier, Tony Hill, the Coordinator of the UN
Non-Governmental Liaison Service (NGLS), wrote in the preface that in recent years, worries
regarding the function and responsibility of NGOs have come from a variety of sources (Bendell,
2006). With no surprise, NGO accountability has become the focal point of debates and
discussions in the development world (Girei, 2022; Hossen, 2021). And the subject of
accountability has accordingly drawn the interest of an increasing number of academics across
disciplines (Ahmed et al., 2022; Agyemang et al., 2019; Cordery et al., 2019; Kaba, 2021). As a
point of reference, in recent times, several leading academic journals, like Accounting, Auditing
& Accountability Journal in 2004, Accounting Forum in 2019, and Critical Perspectives on

Accounting in 2021, have published special issues on NGO governance and accountability. In
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addition, academic researchers (e.g., Cordery et al., 2019) called for more empirical research on

issues surrounding NGO accountability.

However, considering the concurrent debates and discussions throughout the world, for
Berghmans (2022), the number of empirical studies focusing on NGO accountability practices
remains limited. The same case is applied from Bangladesh's perspective. A thorough review of
existing studies indicates a gap in empirical research on NGO accountability practices in
Bangladesh. A detailed account of notable existing studies and subsequent research gaps are
discussed in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. In particular, there is a dearth of empirical studies
when holistic accountability practices are taken into consideration. Taking it a step further,
research on accountability practices in local non-government organizations in Bangladesh is
extremely limited. This study attempts to fill this gap and thus contributes to the field of NGO

accountability practices.

1.2 Scope of the Study

In this section, I intend to explain the scope of this doctoral study and specify the key terms
associated with that scope of the study. These clarifications and research boundary portrayals are
useful to give clarity to the study findings under investigation and also to avoid evasiveness. To
begin with, this study focuses on NGOs in Bangladesh on one side of the continuum and NGO
accountability on the other side of the same continuum. Despite being considered a mission-
impossible task by Martens (2002), for the purpose of the study, an illustration of the working
definition of an NGO is presented in this dissertation. So as to avoid misunderstanding or
misleading interpretation, I incorporated into this study those NGOs that explicitly express
themselves as NGOs, are registered as NGOs with the NGO Affairs Bureau (NGOAB), the
Department of Social Service (DSS) of the Government of Bangladesh, and are members of the
Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB) or Federations of NGOs in
Bangladesh (FNB). As discussed throughout this dissertation, there are a lot of debates with
regard to which organizations are actually NGOs and, therefore, their estimated numbers in

Bangladesh.

As seen in Figure 1.1, like in many parts of the world, NGOs in Bangladesh are divided into
humanitarian NGOs and development NGOs. Both humanitarian NGOs and development NGOs
represent distinct discursive origins and institutional trajectories (Hilhorst, 2018; Dudaite,
2018). A humanitarian NGO generally seeks to save lives and lessen suffering both during
emergencies and just afterward, whereas a development NGO works on persistent structural
problems that affect the growth of a country's institutions, economy, and society (Humanitarian

Coalition, 2021).

In addition, a development NGO also helps the beneficiaries increase their capacity to ensure

resilient communities and sustainable lives. In theory, humanitarian help and development aid

18



are related, and various types of aid frequently have both humanitarian and development

components.

While there are distinct and discursive differences between humanitarian and development
NGOs, the humanitarian—development nexus has gotten special attention in the development
world in recent times (Lie, 2020). As a result, the majority of the NGOs in this world, like the
NGOs in this study, are found to adopt both humanitarian concerns and development initiatives.
The World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 emphasized the significance of the integration of both
humanitarian and development initiatives, as noted by Lie (2020), acknowledging that
humanitarian assistance alone is insufficient to adequately address the needs of the most
vulnerable people in the world. All the case NGOs in this study are both humanitarian and

development NGOs.

Figure 1.1: Scope of the Study
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Again, in literature, development NGOs are often classified in different ways. Willetts (2012),
Professor of Global Politics at City, University of London, offered one more decent classification
of development NGOs. According to Willet, along the same line as the World Bank’s
classification, development NGOs fall into two categories: operational NGOs and campaigning
NGOs.
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Advocacy NGOs are referred to as "campaigning NGOs" by the World Bank. Operational NGOs
are, as opined by Willetts (2012), non-government organizations with the main objective of
implementing development projects for neglected communities, such as the poor, disabled,
elderly, and oppressed. Campaigning NGOs, meanwhile, are groups whose main goal is to have
an impact on how a nation makes policy. He further noted that it makes sense that operational
NGOs need resources to carry out their initiatives and activities, whether they be in the form of
funding, equipment, or volunteer labor. Campaigning NGOs rely more on intangible resources to
mobilize the activities they administer than operational NGOs do, such as the ideas, experience,
knowledge, and time of other members and people. In this study, all the case NGOs adopt some
forms of both operational and campaigning NGOs that can be termed “hybrid development
NGOs.”

Furthermore, NGOs are also classified based on origin and geographical coverage of intervention,
most frequently as local, national, and international NGOs (Haider, 2011; TIB, 2018). This study
focuses on local NGOs in Bangladesh. A rationale for choosing local NGOs is presented in the
very next section of this dissertation. Accordingly, although the findings of the study reflect the
existing accountability practices in NGOs in general, the scope of the study is confined to local
NGOs in Bangladesh. Unexpectedly, there is no agreed-upon definition of a "local NGO" in the

literature.

The term “who is local” and whose perspective justifies the label “locally driven” raise a variety of
questions (Kuipers et al., 2019). There is no universally accepted definition of localization, and
various people have varied ideas of what constitutes a “local” actor (Khan & Kontinen, 2022;
Roepstorff, 2020). In recognizing the complexities associated with these terms, Baguios et al.
(2021) affirm that no term is perfect, and current terminologies might not be able to convey the
nuanced realities of people's lives. Given these complexities and the diversity of NGOs' functions
across geographical areas, particularly in Bangladesh, it appears absurd to define a local NGO in
a concise manner. Notwithstanding, for the purpose of this study, I have identified some
characteristics of a “local NGO” based on existing literature and my fieldwork experience. Before
presenting the working definition, as available in the literature, it seems wise to delve into

existing comments on the concept of a local NGO.

The main conflict arises here in Bangladesh, as well as in many other parts of the world, between
a local NGO and a national NGO. Simultaneously, as cited by InterAction (2021), the distinction
between actors—whether they are “international” (working in several nations), “national”
(operating throughout a whole country), or “local” (operating in a single community or area
inside a country)—can be confusing (Van Brabant & Patel, 2018). Likewise, the operational scope
and density of operations frequently make it difficult to identify an NGO as either local or
national. For example, an NGO may serve more than a million beneficiaries in a single district or

within three or four sister districts.
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In contrast, another NGO may serve only a few thousand beneficiaries but in different districts.
As such, the diversity of NGO operations strains any simple definition of a local NGO in
Bangladesh. Thus, context is vital to identifying an NGO as local or national. However, all the

case NGOs in this study explicitly characterize themselves as local NGOs.

In making a distinction between local and national NGOs, Cawsey (2009) stated that national
and local NGOs are very diverse in a wide range of objectives and pursuits. Local NGOs typically
focus on a single local issue or a very small geographical area, as opposed to national NGOs,
which are typically interested in global, national, and local issues. Notably, this specific local
issue or a small geographical area, as noted by Cawsay (2009), is highly context-dependent and
largely requires a person’s discretion to assign the level “local” or “national” to an NGO. These
subjective criteria differ across countries and even within regions of a country. Nonetheless,
scholars identified various unique characteristics of a local NGO. For example, Begum (2003)
asserted that the local NGOs' headquarters are typically located near where they conduct their
work. According to Archi (2008), local NGOs' decision-making bodies are more in touch with
their beneficiaries than national NGOs are. Archi further stated that these NGOs receive funding
from local, national, and international sources and only operate five to ten sub-districts that are
confined to one or two districts. Transparency International Bangladesh stated in its 2007 report
a number of characteristics of a local NGO in Bangladesh. First, local NGOs are typically created
to carry out development projects in a particular area. These NGOs manage the program with
small funding from the government as well as grants and technical support from national NGOs.
However, these NGOs also receive support from international NGOs for significant initiatives.
Finally, and probably most easily to define, are international non-government organizations,
commonly referred to as INGOs. Ahmed and Potter (2006), in their book NGOs in International
Politics, provided an abridged definition of an INGO. Any organization that operates on a global
scale but was not created through an intergovernmental agreement is referred to as an INGO. To
be more specific, an INGO, given that it holds the fundamental characteristics of an NGO, is an

organization that carries out its activities in more than one country.

In these circumstances, rather than attempting to define a local NGO, I characterize some
somewhat agreed-upon characteristics of a local NGO in Bangladesh. In pursuit of the purpose of
this study, a local NGO is an organization: (i) whose head office is located in its own locality; (ii)
which strives to solve their own local problems or address local issues in which it is established;
(iii) whose founders and members of the governing body are local people; (v) whose operation is
confined to limited geographical coverage, preferably in their own district; and in some cases, it
works in some areas of their closest districts in discrete form; and (vi) which utilizes local

resources, although it may receive funds from national and international sources.
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While considering the other side of the continuum (i.e., NGO accountability), as it will be
reflected throughout this dissertation, an NGO is deemed to be accountable to multiple
stakeholders, ranging from donors to its internal governing body. Accordingly, academics and
researchers have attempted to clarify NGO accountability from different angles. Among many,
Najam's (1996) framework is seminal for delving into various aspects of NGO accountability
practices. Drawing on Najam’s analytical framework, as seen in Figure 1.1, NGO accountability is
divided into three types: upward accountability to donors and regulators; downward
accountability to beneficiaries and communities; and inward accountability to their internal
people and mission. Making use of Najam’s framework, this study focuses on all forms of
accountability, which O’Dwyer and Unerman (2008) term “holistic accountability”. Researchers
(e.g., Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Kilby, 2006; Najam, 1996; O'Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015) have
repeatedly emphasized holistic accountability over the last three decades. “Holistic
accountability,” as defined by O'Dwyer and Unerman (2008), is the idea that unifies the wider
range of accountability relationships that exist between an NGO and a variety of its stakeholders,

including donors, the NGO, NGO officers on the ground, and beneficiaries.

Again, NGOs are not, and should not be, judged on functional issues only, which is baptized
“functional accountability.” Accountability is not just ensuring the designated performance for
the designated purpose. As stated by Praag (2022), providing products and services is only one
aspect of high-quality aid. He believes that factors that promote trust and sentiments of dignity,
such as justice, respect, inclusiveness, and agency, are equally important. Therefore, NGO
accountability goes beyond the fulfillment of agreed-upon activities. Since NGOs claim that they
exist to serve society, irrespective of stakeholders, they have to prove that they do good for society
as a whole. To that end, in this study, I consider two contrasting perspectives on NGO
accountability as given by O’Dwyer and Unerman (2008)—functional accountability and social
accountability. According to Adil Najam, cited by Ahmed et al. (2022), functional accountability
covers “spending designated monies for designated purposes” (Najam, 1996). Ahmed et al.
(2022), in their recent writing, provided a comparative illustration between functional and social
accountability. They contend that while social accountability is informal, participatory, serves
multiple constituencies, permits pluralistic negotiation, and takes complex socio-political and
ethical issues into account, functional accountability is based on conventional, technical, formal,

economic, and top-down accounting reports.

This combined form of both functional accountability and social accountability, which can be
termed “integrated accountability,” helps to draw a holistic picture of NGOs' accountability
practices. Thus, if the nature of accountability is considered, holistic accountability comprises
both functional and social accountability. And in the case of the stakeholders' perspective, it
comprises the discharge of inward, upward, and downward accountability to numerous
stakeholders.

22



1.3 Rationale of the Study

Although an eloquent account of the background of the world’s NGOs and the difficult times for
them around the world is presented in Section 1.1, in this section of the dissertation, I intend to
clarify some issues that lay the foundation for the rationale for this study. To put it another way,
this section will give the answer to the question, "What motivated me to conduct this study?" I

will here discuss five critical issues to justify the significance and novelty of the study.
1.3.1 Why NGOs as a Field of Research?

I have decided to focus my doctoral research on non-government organizations. Three distinct
reasons merit clarification in this connection. The first and foremost reason is an eye-catching
growth of NGOs in terms of number and scope of operations in Bangladesh and the world as well.
NGOs are present in almost every village in Bangladesh today, and have been since my
childhood. For example, according to Fruttero and Gauri (2005), more than 9o percent of rural
communities have some NGO presence. Since my childhood, I, like most rural people, have heard
mixed messages (for and against) about NGOs and their role in socioeconomic development in
Bangladesh. Accordingly, curiosity about NGOs has grown in my mind, consciously or
subconsciously. Second, NGOs as a field of research are critically important from a development
discourse perspective (TIB, 2018). Their expected roles are deemed quite necessary, at least
because of their innovative methods of work and easy access to people at the grass-roots level, in
attaining sustainable development goals (SDGs). In particular, GO-NGO collaboration is an
indisputable factor for making the UN’s sustainable agenda a reality or for accomplishing the

country’s “Vision 2041.”

Third, according to Hall and O’'Dwyer (2017), NGOs as a topic of research are significant because
they can give us an exceptional or extreme setting for research due to their primary focus on
values above profit, interaction with numerous significant stakeholders, and action-oriented
techniques. This claim by Hall and O’Dwyer seems quite logical in that many NGOs assert to be
advocates of civil society, particularly the poor and marginalized (Awio et al., 2011; O'Leary,
2017), to have a long-term impact on sustainability (Agyemang et al., 2019), and to provide
accountability in line with their missions and values of shared direction, solidarity, cooperation,

and transparency (Hall & O'Dwyer, 2017; O’Leary, 2017).

Finally, NGOs have taken a place in academic research and the global media because of their
controversial roles both in the world and in developing countries like Bangladesh. For example,
Blitt’s (2004) article “Who Will Watch the Watchdogs?” caught the attention of academics and
researchers. And notable media publications such as “Asking the Do-Gooders to Prove They Do
Good” (Christensen, 2004) in The New York Times, “Who Guards the Guardians?” (2003) in The
Economist, and “The Problems of NGO Governance in Bangladesh” (Chowdhury, 2022) in
Modern Diplomacy have added fuel to the burgeoning debate about NGOs' roles and put NGOs
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in a check-and-balance paradigm. Thus, among other topics, accountability has become the focal
point of debates and discussions in recent decades in the development world. This is highlighted

in the very next section.
1.3.2 Why NGO Accountability?

While NGOs are recognized and applauded for their praiseworthy activities in many areas, like
alternative healthcare, humanitarian relief, community development, enforcement of
international norms, social justice, human rights, and education (Abiddin et al., 2022; Lewis &
Hossain, 2021; Polizzi & Murdie, 2019), A handful of debated issues have been centered on NGOs
all over the world in recent decades. Sanika Mahajan's assertion in the Harvard Political Review
is notable here in that NGOs are one of several organizations that have been caught in the
crossfire of rising anti-neoliberal capitalism sentiment (Mahajan, 2020). Many critics today
contend that NGOs operate to spread capitalist exploitation, as stated by Mahajan (2020),
stopping short of the radicalization required for “genuine” development. She further recited the
writings of Arundhati Roy, The Man Booker Prize-winning Indian author. Arundhathi Roy, cited
by Mahajan (2020), in her book Capitalism: A Ghost Story, made the allegations against NGOs
on the ground that these non-government organizations (NGOs) have waded into the world,
transforming potential revolutionaries into paid activists, paying writers, thinkers, and

filmmakers, and subtly pulling them away from radical confrontation (Roy, 2014).

Along the same lines, NGOs have received severe criticism on many other grounds. A few but
highly contested ones include NGOs’ contribution to the legitimacy of international law
(Beijerman, 2018); implementing agenda establishing colonialism or post-colonialism (Hanchey,
2018; Kim, 2021); their stance in regard to neo-liberal economic policies (Mahajan, 2020;
Pearce, 2000); promoting capitalism in the South (Karki, 2017); participation in global
governance systems like the World Trade Organization (Charnovitz, 2014; Esty, 2000; Lage &
Brant, 2006); debate on genetically modified crops and other scientific initiatives like the bottled
water and nanotechnology (Gerasimova, 2019; Pandey & Sharma, 2017); relationship between
NGOs’ focus on government debate and funding (Corrigall-Brown & Ho, 2019); a debate about
northern (Western) vs. southern (developing world) NGOs (Shumate & Dewitt, 2008); acting as a
front for foreign government policy (Nursey-Bray, 2022); playing a role in politics in the majority
of countries (Abiddin et al., 2022); and so on and so forth. The terms "NGOs" and "controversies"
are therefore apparent as two sides of the same coin. Accordingly, Reimann (2005) asserted that
NGOs have detractors from all sides of the political spectrum, ranging from rightists who have a
philosophical objection to them to leftists who condemn them for failing to push a progressive
agenda or for caving in to the wishes of the government. Reimann further postulated that the
performance and real effectiveness of NGOs, concerns with accountability, issues with autonomy,
commercialization, and ideological and/or political interpretations of their growing power have

all been the targets of criticism during the 1990s and the early 2000s. Although Reimann (2005)
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noted this account of controversies in 2005, to date, the wave of criticism against NGOs has

intensified.

With all of these above-noted controversies, perhaps the word “accountability” has repeatedly
been uttered among academics, researchers, business organizations, government officials, and
development activists in the NGO history of recent decades. To pursue this further and to be
more specific, I will present four distinct reasons for choosing NGO accountability as the focus of
this study. At the outset, NGOs are now facing increasing scrutiny over their accountability
(Kuruppu et al., 2022; Ebrahim, 2010; Gray et al., 2006). In response to this exponentially
increasing scrutiny, Kaba (2021) marked NGOs as pivotal actors in international affairs. He
further argued that NGOs manage billions of dollars in funding, carry out their activities globally,
and influence international standards and legislation. Again, in recent years, there has also been
an expansion of NGO activities. These activities range from protests to looking into how
commercial decisions affect the environment to migrant search and rescue efforts (Cusumano,
2019). It thus comes as no surprise that academics’ interest in NGOs, as well as their

accountability, is growing across disciplines (Abiddin et al., 2022; Kaba, 2021).

The second instigating factor is the increasing voice of NGOs throughout the world. Notably,
NGOs’ role as a watchdog to put pressure on the state, business, and other parts of society has
been noted in recent times, especially in the media across the globe. A familiar legal maxim,
quoted by Wenar (2006), says: “Justice must be done, and justice must be seen to be done.”
Likewise, it is up to an NGO to be able to show that they have done what it is up to them to do.
The comments of Grant and Keohane (2005) are worth mentioning here. According to them,
NGO accountability, as cited by Wenar (2006), also presents the intriguing question of whether
NGOs, which frequently seek to hold others accountable by, for instance, making public
corruption or unfair commercial practices accountable, are themselves accountable. As a result,
because NGOs fly the flag of morality, justice, and equity, it is only natural to justify their
activities through the lens of accountability. Again, scholars assert that there is no distinction
between NGOs and any other type of organization, and hence all economic sectors, be it for-profit
or not-for-profit, should be subjected to the same accountability standards (Fowler, 2011).
Meanwhile, I intend to investigate the reality of NGOs' moral obligation, particularly in
developing countries like Bangladesh, where resources are scarce and NGOs rely heavily on

foreign funding.

Third, NGOs engage with multiple stakeholders at different stages of a project's life cycle. Since
different stakeholders have different roles and interests in the project, their level of influence is
also different (AbouAssi, 2014; Reith, 2010). It is reasonable to investigate how NGOs discharge
accountability to their various interest groups. And in doing so, what is the extent of their holistic
accountability practices? These questions deserve more in-depth answers when there is a huge

power differential between stakeholders in Bangladesh, especially between an NGO and its
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beneficiaries. Proponents of NGO accountability practices (e.g., Agyemang et al., 2009; O’'Dwyer
& Boomsma, 2015) urge enhanced beneficiary accountability because it is the beneficiaries for

whom NGOs exist, not powerful stakeholders like donors and regulators.

Fourth, there has been debate in the sector in recent times regarding NGO governance (Hind,
2017). In a similar vein, Cordery et al. (2019) claimed that in light of several financial scandals
and safeguarding concerns, the media has questioned the suitability of current forms and
methods of NGO governance and accountability. Given the quantity of aid funding that NGOs in
developing countries have been getting, a little increase or decrease in the efficiency with which
aid cash is used can have a significant influence on the lives of many people who are extremely

poor (Agyemang et al., 2009). This issue further justifies the relevance of this study.

What is more striking is the lack of empirical studies on NGO accountability compared to the
relative debates and discussions in the development world. According to Berghmans (2022),
empirical studies on NGO accountability remain limited. Despite the arguments in favor of
accountability to all stakeholders, including beneficiaries, there is a dearth of studies
demonstrating how it is being implemented and how it may be improved (Yasmin & Ghafran,
2021). This study attempts to fill this gap. For instance, an accountability framework is presented
in Chapter 12 of this dissertation with a view to making a contribution in this regard. Finally, this
sub-section concludes with Domenico Carolei's comment from his most recent writing, published
by Cambridge University Press. According to Carolei (2022), whichever path is taken, it is now

imperative to ensure NGO accountability if we are to create a better and safer world.
1.3.3 Why Bangladesh as a Research Context?

Bangladesh as a context for NGO studies is critically important. First and foremost, there is an
influential presence of NGOs in the country, both in terms of their number and the extent of their
contribution. Bangladesh is a breeding ground for NGOs (Haque, 2008) and has produced a
number of mammoth NGOs. In addition, NGOs in Bangladesh are internationally feted for their
development efforts inside and outside the country, and many of the popular NGO models in this
country have been replicated in different parts of the world (Baroi & Panday, 2015). According to
Hossen (2021), although contentious, there are around 24,000 NGOs in this small country. Over
90% of rural communities had some sort of NGO presence (Fruttero & Gauri, 2005). The
contribution of these NGOs has largely been cited in the literature at national and international
levels. NGOs’ contributions in this country are well recognized (Chowdhury et al., 2020). For
example, according to Roy et al. (2017), NGOs in Bangladesh can continue to play the role of
catalyst in the attainment of sustainable economic growth and development. In addition, their

pivotal role in rural and community development is unforgettable (Chowdhury, 2022).

Although NGOs in Bangladesh emerged as humanitarian organizations in the aftermath of the

Independence War in 1971, the focus of their activities eventually shifted toward the social and
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economic advancement of vulnerable populations (Asian Development Bank, 2008). Lewis
(2011) went one step further and noted that Bangladesh's development NGOs have gained

international recognition and have had an impact on global development theory.

Second, NGOs in Bangladesh have increased not only in number but also in substantive power.
For instance, NGOs have been seen as powerful change agents in Bangladesh and are referred to
as an “invisible government,” according to Hossen (2021). Godrej (2014) asserts that NGOs
function as a parallel government in Bangladesh. In response to the question, “Why is it so
important to understand Bangladeshi NGOs as the country turns 50?” Professor David Lewis,
having a longstanding research record on the NGO sector in Bangladesh, responded that “the
NGO community has been more interesting, influential, high-profile, and distinctive than almost

anywhere else” (Lewis & Hossain, 2021).

Third, this country has consumed a disquieting story of NGOs in recent decades. The NGO sector
in Bangladesh, according to Chowdhury (2022), has already acquired a number of “negative
labels” that may eclipse its accomplishments. She continued that although NGOs have grown
significantly in Bangladesh over the past three decades, appropriate governance and rules have
not. Similar to this, Ahmed et al. (2022) said that Bangladesh's lax regulation of NGOs results in

clandestine decision-making, subpar governance standards, and sporadic scandals.

Finally, to my great surprise, despite this long list of debates and controversial stories concerning
NGOs in Bangladesh, research remains limited to a large extent. This lack of research is also
noted in literature and the media. As a case in point, TIB (2007) stated that, in the literature,
there is a lack of relevant and adequate information regarding the good governance of the NGO
sector in Bangladesh. Most of the existing literature focused on the success stories of NGOs,
development initiatives, poverty alleviation, and women's empowerment. By referring to the
study carried out by the Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), the editor of the Daily Star stated
that “there should be more such studies” (NGO Accountability: Survey Findings Should be Made
Use of, 2011). In a very recent paper, Chowdhury (2022) highlighted this gap in NGO
accountability research in Bangladesh. According to Chowdhury, the issues of NGO governance
are familiar to ordinary people and raise a storm in a teacup quite often, but the literature is still

very limited. As a result, this study seizes the opportunity to fill this gap.

To conclude the importance of Bangladesh as a research context, I refer here to the comments of
David Lewis, professor at the London School of Economics and Political Science at the University
of London. According to Professor Lewis, even if they are not always knowledgeable about what
NGOs have — and have not — accomplished, NGOs are cited in every chronicle of Bangladesh
during the past 50 years, and it has always been crucial to draw lessons from both NGO successes

and mistakes (Lewis & Hossain, 2021).
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1.3.4 Why Local NGOs

The term “localization” has been used more frequently in discussions about international aid
throughout the years, and as a result, the significance of locally led practice in global aid,
development, and philanthropy has been firmly established (Baguios et al., 2021; Roepstorff,
2020; Russu, 2021; Unkovic, 2021). In the event of the celebration of World NGO Day 2021, as
shown on the official website of the Government of St. Maarten (2021), Silveria E. Jacobs, Prime
Minister of St. Maarten, applauded the work of local NGOs throughout the world in the official

statement as follows:

“On World NGO Day, I thank local NGOs. They give so selflessly and work so tirelessly to

better our society.”

Local NGOs are trustworthy grassroots actors who collaborate in various ways with international
donors (Chakma, 2019), and this is evident in multiple case studies conducted in Bosnia, Kosovo,
Haiti, and Sri Lanka (McMahon, 2017; Orjuela, 2005; Stephenson & Zanotti, 2012; Walton,
2008). Local NGOs have the advantage of working in their own community, developing stronger
relationships with the local populace, and being able to withstand onslaughts from all directions
(Alam, 2011). What’s more, local NGOs have a deep understanding of the local communities in
which they operate; they are familiar with the specific local restrictions and challenges and are
adept at prioritizing concerns within that context (Cornman et al., 2005). Likewise, local NGOs
have had great success with advocacy and empowerment initiatives, such as those pertaining to
women's rights, homelessness, and community involvement (Hayman et al., 2013). This study
sheds light on local NGOs in Bangladesh, given that the importance of local NGOs is being
heightened in the global development discourse. This is the primary reason for focusing on local
NGOs.

Second, and equally important, is the number of local NGOs in Bangladesh. Local NGOs
constitute a large part of the NGO sector in Bangladesh (Archi, 2008). One of the key
characteristics of NGOs in Bangladesh is the coexistence of a large number of local NGOs
alongside well-established, all-encompassing national NGOs. According to Fernando and Devine
(2003), there are approximately 21,000 local NGOs in Bangladesh that are not registered with
the NGO Affairs Bureau (NGOAB) because they do not formally accept foreign donations. Local
NGOs in Bangladesh are small and have limited administrative and staff capacity (World Bank,
2006). For example, in a sample of 720 NGOs, this international financial institution found that
90% had programs in fewer than 5 out of 64 districts. In the same vein, in this study, the working
areas of all case NGOs are confined to a very limited geographical area. Notably, the largest case
NGO in this study operates only in three districts and also in discrete form. Despite being giants
in numbers, local NGOs have limited managerial and staff capacity. Here lies the significance of
the study with regard to how these local NGOs manage multiple accountabilities and, in doing so,

what challenges they confront or why they practice accountability given that they have these
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down-to-earth limitations. Begum (2003), for example, acknowledged this stumbling block by
stating that accountability demands from donors and governments necessitate quick response
and sound management, and local small NGOs lag far behind national big NGOs. Local NGOs in

Bangladesh are therefore rightfully deserving of an increasing research profile.

The third persuasive factor on which this study draws its conclusions about local NGOs is that
most of the local NGOs in Bangladesh operate in remote areas. They remain outside of regulators’
oversight, media coverage, and even their donors' control. While the irregularities of large
national and international NGOs are brought to light in some cases due to their widespread
operations and high visibility, local NGOs are kept out of the public eye. For example, we
conducted fieldwork in a union council in Satkhira district, which is very close to Sundarban.
This appears to be an isolated area of mainland Bangladesh. Nonetheless, like many other local
NGOs, the two NGOs in this study run programs in this union. It is not so difficult to depict the
status of media coverage or administrative oversight of NGOs in this area. Like this union
council, there are many areas where local NGOs operate, and it is not easy to trace the status of
the accountability practices of these local NGOs. This reality has also attracted attention in the
media, such as in The Daily Star. For example, Haque (2008) proclaims that some local NGOs
have been able to engage in corruption and misappropriate foreign funding intended for
eradicating poverty in large part due to lax regulatory and monitoring systems and what appears

to be an atmosphere of impunity.

At long last, the rationale for the study becomes cogent because of the existing state of research
on local NGOs in Bangladesh, especially in the field of NGO accountability. Local NGOs, as well
as their accountability practices, remain unstudied incontrovertibly. The question of empirical
studies is far away. Although some studies (Mir & Bala, 2014; Uddin, 2014; Uddin & Belal, 2019)
addressed NGO accountability practices, their focus remained limited to large national NGOs like
Brac. Studies focusing on local NGO accountability practices are badly needed. For example, in a
special issue of the reputed journal Accounting Forum focusing on the history and trends of NGO
accounting and accountability, Cordery et al. (2019) made a point of doing research on local
NGOs. They wrote in the editorial of this special issue that although “much research focuses on
the largest of these entities (as do Uddin & Belal, 2019), yet in this issue we also include research
on smaller, less well-resourced entities” (Denedo et al., 2019; Goncharenko, 2019; Kemp &
Morgan, 2019; Yates et al., 2019). Banks and Brockington (2018) recently described the issue of
research disparity in the area of NGO accountability. According to these academics, there is still a

glaring bias in favor of the bigger NGOs in research and knowledge creation.

To set the record straight, one of the important factors that acted as the motivation for this study
is the lack of substantive research in the field of NGO accountability practices in Bangladesh,
especially in local NGOs. Furthermore, NGO accountability studies should focus on all aspects of

accountability, what O'Dwyer and Unerman (2008) term “holistic accountability.”

29



In the bargain, this study focuses on holistic accountability practices, and the subsequent

reasoning in this regard is presented in the back-to-back section.
1.3.5 Why Holistic Accountability?

As noted in Section 1.2, holistic accountability encompasses the broader range of accountabilities
that run in multiple directions between a range of stakeholders, including but not limited to
donors, the NGO, NGO officers in the field, regulators, beneficiaries, and society as a whole. As
the concept of holistic accountability implies, NGOs should not be judged on their mere
functional domain. Their roles and responsibilities, as well as the impact on the community, are
also a considerable factor in judging accountability. Surprisingly, research on NGO accountability
is primarily skewed towards functional accountability. Researchers have more often concentrated
on analyzing the accountability between NGOs and their more powerful stakeholders, like
institutional donors and regulators. On the other hand, the downward accountability of NGOs to
beneficiaries and other less important stakeholders has received less attention (Agyemang et al.,
2017; Ebrahim, 2003; O'Leary, 2017; Uddin & Belal, 2019). In a similar fashion, Yasmin and
Ghafran (2021) claim that while the literature on structural accountability is well established, an
emphasis on the social accountability of NPOs, as are NGOs, is only now starting to take shape.
Accordingly, Cordery et al. (2019) invited researchers to conduct a critical analysis of forms,
processes, and mechanisms of accountability by putting beneficiaries at the center of the

investigation.

Again, mere fulfillment of the expectations of beneficiaries is not enough. NGOs’ ethical
standpoint is also critical. Their moral obligation to society at large and actions in accordance
with their original mission also deserve justification. Evidence indicates that social accountability
measures can support better governance, more effective development through enhanced service
provision, and empowerment (Malena et al., 2004). Reasonably, the argument for social
accountability alongside functional accountability has been increasing. Holistic accountability is
desirable both from a practical perspective and from a moral perspective (Agyemang et al.,
2009). It is useful from a practical standpoint because it ensures that donors and NGOs are
aware of the most efficient methods to use limited aid resources, as well as from a moral
perspective since it aids in the fulfillment of moral obligations through accountability resulting
from moral duties. In practice, there is a continuum between the two notions of completely
hierarchical and wholly holistic accountability. Given the importance of holistic accountability
and the lack of empirical studies in this regard, this study takes the stance of unearthing the

holistic picture of accountability practices in local NGOs in Bangladesh.
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1.4 Statement of Purpose

As noted in the preceding sections, over the last few years, the controversial debate has centered
on NGOs around the world and in developing countries as well. Bangladesh is no exception. This
increased concern has resulted mainly from widespread scandals and increasing allegations
against NGOs on several undeniable grounds. More importantly, their actual contribution to the
beneficiaries and to society as a whole has been widely questioned by people from all walks of life.
Likewise, as with many topics, their accountability has long been a subject of debate. To that end,
the need and call for the examination of accountability practices in NGOs have been echoed
consistently by scholars. That being the case, the purpose of this study was to explore the
current accountability practices in non-government organizations (NGOs) in
Bangladesh. This current investigation not only acknowledged the existence of an
accountability crisis in the NGO sector in Bangladesh, especially in local NGOs, but also
identified the underlying motives and challenges of accountability practices through an
exploratory multiple-case study. In addition, this study attempted to explain how NGOs
discharge accountability to their multiple stakeholders, which are often competing. Specifically,
the researcher brought out the inner meanings of the unique and shared experiences of multiple
stakeholders in the NGO sector regarding the accountability phenomenon, along with their
recommendations for the betterment of accountability practices in the NGO sector in

Bangladesh.

1.5 Research Questions

The importance of research questions in a research project has been recurrently emphasized in
the academic world, be it social science or pure scientific research. For example, Moorley and
Cathala (2019) acknowledged the significance of research questions and argued that the topic
under investigation should be driven by a specific research question. As follows, in alignment
with the purpose of this study, I have incorporated four interrelated questions so as to guide the
total research process. Because these questions serve as the impetus for this research, the
answers to these questions are expected to aid in the creation of a comprehensive picture of

holistic accountability practices in NGOs.

While many studies indicate the existence and pervasiveness of an accountability crisis in NGOs
in Bangladesh, researchers do little to elaborate on the underlying premises of such a crisis. A
question such as why NGOs practice accountability is not addressed in the literature. Once more,
Walsh (2014) asserts that, despite the relatively large size of policy-engaged research, the
majority of development NGO literature does not extensively engage with theory. Theoretical
perspectives on NGO accountability practices, particularly the motivations for NGO
accountability practices, are scarce in the literature. Again, context is important here given that

local NGOs are constrained by limited financial and managerial capacity and that they remain

31



outside of regulators’ oversight for the most part. Accordingly, the first research question is
intended to explore the theoretical perspectives of NGO accountability practices in local NGOs in
Bangladesh. More specifically, drawing on an integrated theoretical framework as suggested by

Fernando and Lawrence (2014), the first research question is:

Why do NGOs practice accountability?

A fuller understanding of existing mechanisms of accountability practices is also a considerable
factor in that they largely serve as an explanation of the motives for an NGO’s accountability
practices. In addition, a critical examination of accountability mechanisms is fundamental to
defining the relevance and adequacy of those mechanisms and grasping the holistic picture of
accountability. The accountability mechanisms employed by NGOs can either contribute to or
impede the efficacy with which assistance funds are allocated to specific aid projects (Agyemang
et al., 2009). Scholars in recent years have thus emphasized the importance of understanding an
NGO’s mechanisms. This issue was raised by leading researchers in the field of NGO
accountability, such as Dr Gloria Agyemang, Dr Mariama Awumbila, Professor Jeffrey Unerman,
and Professor Brendan O’Dwyer. As a point of reference, these scholars contend in their most
influential report, “NGO Accountability and Aid Delivery,” that studying and tracing all
accountability mechanisms employed by a number of NGOs may contribute to a fuller picture
(Agyemang et al., 2009). Additionally, despite the fact that NGO accountability is a topic that is
frequently discussed in the literature, very little research has been done on how accountability
mechanisms work in practice (Walsh, 2014). The case is more evident when beneficiary
accountability is taken into consideration. This study provides a thorough qualitative multiple-

case study in an effort to fill in this critical gap.

As evident in the literature, the accountability demands of different stakeholders are often
competing and conflicting. As per the stakeholder theory, the most common frame used by
practitioners and scholars (Crack, 2019), NGOs adopt different mechanisms and procedures
associated with each set of stakeholders. It is therefore interesting to explore how NGOs balance
the interests of different stakeholders through the existing accountability mechanisms. As cited
by Kuruppu et al. (2022), the challenges of maintaining assorted stakeholders are well
documented in NGO literature (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; O'Dwyer & Boomsma, 2015). Again,
there remains a debate between functional accountability and social accountability. On that
account, it is captivating to judge the existing mechanisms through the lens of these two types of
accountability paradigms. What’s more, the existing NGOs' accountability mechanisms in
Bangladesh have been criticized on several grounds. For example, in a recent article published in
a daily newspaper in Bangladesh, Hossen (2021) pointed out that there are significant systemic
problems in the NGOs' accountability mechanisms in Bangladesh. Within this context, this study

was designed to investigate the nature, relevance, and adequacy of existing accountability
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mechanisms employed by NGOs in Bangladesh. Accordingly, the second research question is set

as follows:

How do NGOs discharge their accountability to their stakeholders?

NGOs in Bangladesh, especially local NGOs, are often confronted with a lot of challenges,
including a funding crisis. From a very practical perspective, it is really hands-on to explore the
challenges that these local NGOs face while practicing accountability. This is supposed to help the
world know when and why NGOs see something as a challenge and how NGOs respond (through
thoughts, feelings, and actions) to these challenges. Unless and until existing challenges are
explored, it will be difficult to craft a policy framework as a way out for the NGO sector in
Bangladesh. The extant literature is abundant with examples of the accountability crisis in NGOs
globally and in developing countries like Bangladesh. But it is scarce in the literature with regard
to what pushes NGOs to refrain from fostering a good accountability culture. The case is more
important for local NGOs because their problems are highlighted neither in academic literature
nor in the public media. It is, therefore, in the best interest of the nation to identify the challenges

to accountability practices in NGOs. In like manner, the third research question is set as follows:

Why can't NGOs practice accountability in the desired manner?

Again, it is important to know the stakeholders’ perceptions and their shared experiences
regarding the existing scenario of accountability practices in Bangladesh that are supposed to
provide some critical insights in terms of motives, causes, and consequences, as well as ways out
of the current state of practices. While examining accountability practices, the importance of
stakeholder perceptions is well documented in the literature. From a theoretical point of view,
Wellens and Jegers (2014) demonstrate that a stakeholder theory can be partial unless it
recognizes interactions between stakeholder groups and their views. Again, in conducting a study
on accountability management in Chinese grassroots local NGOs, Fang (2018) posits that the rich
diversity of NGOs indicates that research related to NGOs might need to be explored in a context-

based approach rather than directly imposing a common theoretical assumption on all NGOs.

Again, the perceptions of beneficiaries at the grassroots level are critical in exploring the real
scenario of accountability practices. However, there is generally a dearth of independent research
investigating the effects of and perceptions of beneficiaries of some NGOs' attempts to increase
accountability (Agyemang et al., 2009). Abouassi and Trent (2016) rightly argued that
perceptions of stakeholders do not only determine to whom an NGO should be primarily
accountable but also shape NGO behavior. According to Andreaus and Costa (2014), an
examination of the effectiveness of NGOs must take into account the views of beneficiaries. In
addition, one should move beyond a singular focus on financial efficiency in order to understand

the wider social impact (Epstein & McFarlan, 2011). While referring to several studies (e.g., Costa
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et al., 2019; Scobie et al., 2020) in support of their claim, Kuruppu et al. (2022) assert that it's
critical to work closely and empathetically with all stakeholders to make sure that accountability
procedures are relevant, informative, and in line with an organization's mission and identity. In
parallel, the views and perceptions of stakeholders within the context in which NGOs operate
serve as a valid instrument to justify the findings of the study that I intend to explore in research
questions 1, 2, and 3. This study brings together the collective views of stakeholders, especially
beneficiaries and community members, from the very grass-roots level, whose voices are often

neglected in development discourses. Accordingly, this study addresses the following question:

How do stakeholders perceive the existing accountability practices?

In addition to the foregoing, despite the arguments for accountability to all the affected
stakeholders, including beneficiaries (Unerman & O’Dwyer, 2006), little research has been done
to indicate how accountability can be improved (Yasmin & Ghafran, 2019). Because
accountability is defined by stakeholders, their perspectives on a way out are critical. Mevlja and
Kav¢i¢ (2019), for instance, discovered in their recent study that public actors, advocates, donors,
and regulators had a statistically significant impact on NGOs' effectiveness. In this study, rather
than based on existing literature or widely applied accountability principles, I seek the views of
all groups of stakeholders (both internal and external) with regard to how existing accountability
practices can be improved and what should be the role of each group of stakeholders in this
regard. By investigating this issue, this study proposes an accountability framework to contribute

towards NGO accountability policies and practices in Bangladesh.

In sum, it is befitting to delve into why NGOs practice accountability (research question 1) and
how they practice it (research question 2). In doing so, what challenges do NGOs face (research
question 3)? And how do stakeholders perceive these motives, mechanisms, and challenges (i.e.,
overall accountability practices)? (research question 4). Finally, based on the answers to these
four questions, an accountability framework is developed and discussed so as to guide the NGOs
in Bangladesh. The main themes of these four research questions, along with their subsequent

expected outcomes, are presented in Table 1.1.
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Table 1.1: List of Research Questions

Sl Research Question Theme to Explore | Expected Outcome

RQ1 | Why do NGOs practice Motives A theoretical explanation
accountability? regarding the underlying motives

of existing accountability practices
in NGOs in Bangladesh.

RQ 2 | How do NGOs discharge their Mechanisms An account of existing mechanisms
accountability to their and their relevance and
stakeholders? effectiveness for holistic

accountability practices.

RQ 3 | Why can't NGOs practice Challenges A list of real-world challenges that
accountability in the desired non-government organizations
manner? face in their context while

practicing accountability [both
internal issues and problems
caused by their surroundings].

RQ 4 | How do stakeholders perceive Perceptions An account of the views of
the existing accountability stakeholders on accountability
practices? practices at the grassroots level

based on their real-life
experiences.

Notably, all four research questions in this study are interrelated, and some of them affect each

other. As seen in Figure 1.2, research question 1 aims to explore the actual motives of

accountability practices in NGOs in Bangladesh. This research question 1 leads to an NGO’s

accountability mechanism selection and level of implementation (research question 2). Thus,

research question 2 deals with an analysis of the existing mechanisms of accountability practices

and their effectiveness, which also sometimes determines the nature and magnitude of the actual

motives of an NGO’s accountability practices (research question 1). Accordingly, research

question 1 and research question 2 are interrelated and affect each other.

Figure 1.2: Interrelationships between Research Questions
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Both research questions 1 and 2 collectively shape an NGO’s actual accountability practices. But
in doing so, an NGO is deemed to face a number of challenges, both from within and from
constraints posed by their external environment, over which they have no control. In short, the
actual motive (research question 1) and the nature and effectiveness of these mechanisms
(research question 2) lead to the identification of existing challenges (research question 3)
towards accountability practices in NGOs. Collectively, the answers to the first three research
questions are subject to validity based on stakeholders’ perceptions, which is addressed in the
fourth research question (research question 4). Finally, once motives (research question 1),
mechanisms (research question 2), challenges (research question 3), and stakeholders’ views
(research question 4) are identified, it seems quite logical to develop and discuss an
accountability framework for a way out of the existing accountability crisis in the NGO sector in

Bangladesh.
1.6 Dissertation Structure

In all eras, academic institutions, and disciplines, PhD theses have had a variety of styles and
structures (Paltridge & Starfield, 2020, as cited in Solli & Nygaard, 2022). Nonetheless, with
recognition that the structure and layout of a dissertation reflect the flow of all-inclusive scientific
inquiry (Jansen, 2019), this section includes a depiction of the overall structure of this Ph.D.
dissertation as well as brief explanations of how each section of the dissertation is related to one
another. Rather than focusing on the whole research process, which is presented in the
methodology chapter, the discussion of this section is confined to the architecture of the final
write-up of the dissertation. To put it simply, this section explains how the different parts of this

dissertation are organized and presented.

Simply put, there are thirteen consecutive chapters in this dissertation, plus a list of references
and appendices. The background of the research problem, its scope, an explanation of the reason
for this study, and then research questions for examining the problem while exposing the
research gap are all covered in chapter one. The second chapter provides a thorough description
of the study's setting and discusses how the research problem—the accountability crisis in NGOs
in Bangladesh—relates to this nation. This chapter also includes a comment on Bangladesh's

NGO sector, focusing on the sector's role, governing laws, and turbulent past.

Chapters Three, Four, and Five give a thorough assessment of the literature on NGOs, NGO
accountability, and the current status of research in the field of NGO accountability, much of
which is in line with research questions and context. In more detail, chapter three begins with a
brief explanation of working definition of NGO and its classification. A historical perspective on
NGOs, their involvement in international organizations like the UN, and global development is

evaluated.
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This chapter presents the contentious role that NGOs play as seen in the literature, in accordance
with the ideas surrounding their origin. In the later part of this chapter, a conceptual study of the
term “NGO,” its classification, and other pertinent terminology is provided. On the basis of the
body of available research, the definition and many facets of NGO accountability are critically
explored in Chapter 4. More significantly, this chapter critically examines the development of the
NGO accountability issue throughout time. This chapter also includes a necessary explanation of
the NGO accountability systems, which is in line with research question 2. Similar to research
question 3, an analysis of current obstacles to accountability practices in NGOs is provided based
on the literature. A comprehensive overview of recent investigations is provided in Chapter 5. I
included a list of important research in this chapter that was relevant to both developed and
developing countries. Then, in addition to offering a critical evaluation of previous research, I
created a picture of the state of research on NGO accountability in Bangladesh at the time. Based
on that, I determined the research gap that this study is seeking to fill in the area of NGO
accountability in Bangladesh, particularly in local NGOs.

The theoretical basis of this study is offered and addressed in Chapter 6, along with a summary of
pertinent theories about NGO accountability. In this chapter, the selection's justification is given
while essential concepts from the proposed theoretical framework are discussed. A thorough
explanation of the methodology used to operationalize the study is provided in Chapter 7. An
illustrated overview of the methodological approach used for this investigation opens this
chapter. The researcher's philosophical perspective is then made clear. The research approach,
strategy, and design are also covered in this chapter. More crucially, a number of data analysis-

related concerns are described in detail, and ethical considerations are justified.

The findings of the study and the ensuing discussions are covered in Chapter 8, 9, 10, and 11 in
this dissertation. Notably, the findings and discussions are presented in this dissertation at the
same time. These chapters cover important discussions correspond to four research questions.
An accountability framework is offered in Chapter 9. In this chapter, I provide a graphical
portrayal along with descriptions of the various components of the suggested framework. The
dissertation is concluded with Chapter 13, which provides a condensed assessment of the
research topics and context, key findings and their significance to theoretical underpinnings, and
an account of this study's contribution. The directions for future research are also briefly
outlined. In addition to these thirteen interconnected chapters, a list of references and pertinent
appendices are provided at the very latter part of this dissertation. To elucidate, a graphical
presentation is used to explain the dissertation's organizational framework. Figure 1.3 depicts the

architecture of the dissertation and the connections between its different chapters.
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As seen in Figure 1.3, Chapter 1 of the study begins with a background summary that primarily
emphasizes the accountability dilemma that exists in NGOs in Bangladesh. Four interconnected
research questions are then posed to examine the accountability practices of NGOs in

Bangladesh.

An overview of the research context is covered in Chapter 2. Together, chapters 1 and 2 affect
how extensive the literature review is, which is discussed in chapters 3, 4, and 5. Overall, the body
of research and the research challenge have an impact on the theoretical framework chosen for
this study, which is discussed in Chapter 6. Chapter 7 provides a description of the operational
instruments and methods, or methodology. Research questions, in particular, direct the entire
methodology (Ratan et al., 2019). The selection of data collection methods, study design, data
processing, and reporting are heavily influenced by the research questions. As can be seen in
Figure 1.3, Chapter 1 consequently has a strong relationship with and influence on the

methodological chapter (i.e., Chapter 7).

Figure 1.3: Structure of the Dissertation

Chapter 1
Background
Research Questions
Scope
A 4
Chapter 2 Chapter 3, 4,5 Chapter 6 Chapter 7
Literature Theoretical
Research Context Review Framework Methodology
A4 A4
Chapter 13 Chapter 12 Chapter 8, 9, 10 & 11
A ili Findi
Conclusions ccountability l.ndlng‘s &
Framework Discussion

In Chapters 8, 9, 10, and 11, findings and discussions are presented concurrently. Due in large
part to the fact that the study's findings are examined in light of prior research, these chapters
have a significant relationship to Chapters 3, 4, and 5 (i.e., the literature review) and Chapter 6
(the theoretical framework). Notably, the adoption and analysis of an accountability framework
were carried out based on findings and discussions (Chapters 8, 9, 10, and 11), a review of the
literature (Chapters 3, 4, and 5), and existing theories (Chapter 6). The conclusion chapter
(Chapter 13), which summarizes the research topics, theoretical justifications, significant

discoveries, and overall contribution, comes at the end of the dissertation.
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1.7 Conclusion

The contributions of non-government organizations (NGOs) all over the world are well
recognized in literature. Their multifaceted activities, which range from local community
humanitarian work to involvement in international policy discussions, have gained high praise
across countries, particularly in underdeveloped ones. Even today, the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations strongly value and mandate the involvement of NGOs. With
no exception, NGOs have had a big impact in Bangladesh, known as “the land of NGOs.” Despite
this illustrious history of service, NGOs in Bangladesh have come under harsh criticism from
policymakers, government representatives, business groups, civil society organizations, and even
other NGOs. As a result, the accountability dilemma has generally been viewed as a serious issue

for Bangladesh's NGO sector.

Even as there is growing concern about the NGOs' growing accountability dilemma in
Bangladesh, less has been done to investigate the actual situation of NGO accountability practices
in Bangladesh, particularly from the perspective of local NGOs, which are largely unstudied. This
work makes an effort to close this research gap. Four interconnected research questions were
established in an effort to create a holistic picture of accountability practices in local NGOs in
Bangladesh. This chapter provides a clear graphic representation of the study's scope, along with
an explanation of the justification for each research question. Finally, this chapter is concluded

with a graphic description of the overall structure of the dissertation.
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Chapter Two: Research Context
2.1 Introduction

As the title of the chapter suggests, I outline the context of the study in this chapter. While
narrating the importance of the context of the study, Tennant (2017) defined the term "context"
as the circumstances that provide the context for a remark, action, or concept so that they can be
fully comprehended (Tennant, 2017). In response to what should be the contents of the research
context chapter, Pearson (2021) asserts that the researcher should give the reader a brief
background on the issue, which can be about a person, a phenomenon, a place, or a thing. He
goes on to say that a researcher must discuss the context using examples, facts, and the
environment. Taking all of this into account, Bangladesh remains the context of this study. In this
chapter, first of all, a brief review of the current socio-economic profile of Bangladesh is
presented. Then a historical note on the NGO sector in Bangladesh is presented. The regulatory
framework for the NGO sector is then offered after a critical evaluation of the role played by
NGOs in Bangladesh. Although it is challenging to include all of the activities of NGOs in a quick
note due to the complexity of their functions, the main activities carried out by NGOs in
Bangladesh are briefly discussed in the following section. Recently, the development sector has
paid close attention to the GO-NGO relationship (Gbeleou & Schechter, 2020). For example,
based on a review of the extant literature, Mojumder and Panday (2022) found that GO-NGO
could strengthen local governments in Bangladesh to effectively carry out their responsibilities.
Accordingly, the existing status of GO-NGO collaboration is briefly presented in the later part of
this chapter. Finally, in alignment with the purpose of this study, a brief review of the

accountability crisis in NGOs in Bangladesh is outlined.

2.2 Socio-Economic Profile of Bangladesh

With a land area of 147,570 square kilometers and a population of over 169.11 million,
Bangladesh is located in the northeastern region of South Asia, having a population density of
1,140 people per square kilometer (Ministry of Finance, 2022). In terms of geographical strategic
stance, this eighth-most populous country in the world lies at the crossroads between South and
Southeast Asia (USAID, 2022). Despite facing turbulent political ups and downs after gaining
independence in 1971, Bangladesh has an inspiring history of growth and development, even
during a period of extreme global unpredictability (World Bank, 2022). As noted in the
Bangladesh Economic Review 2022, Bangladesh's economy has grown consistently over the past
decade, crossing a 7.0 percent milestone in FY 2015-16 and an 8.0 percent milestone in FY 2018-
19 (Ministry of Finance, 2022). Accordingly, Bangladesh is aspiring to be an upper middle-
income country by 2031 (World Bank, 2022). Over the past two decades, rapid economic
expansion has been backed by a large demographic dividend, substantial ready-made garment

(RMG) exports, resilient remittance inflows, and stable macroeconomic conditions.
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In terms of poverty reduction, Bangladesh is also a remarkable story, with a 10.5% incidence of
extreme poverty. From being one of the poorest nations at birth in 1971, Bangladesh reached

lower-middle income status in 2015.

Table 2.1: Socio-Economic Profile of Bangladesh

Area 1,47,570 | Total labor force (15+ years), (Crore) 6.35

(Sq. Km)
Population (in millions) 169.11 Incidence of extreme poverty (%) 10.5
Estimated 2021 (1 January) (estimated), 2018-19
Population Growth Rate 1.37 GDP at current price (In Cr. Tk.) 39,76,462
(Percentage), 2020
Population Density/Sq. Km., 2020 1140 GDP per capita (in US dollars) 2273
Life Expectancy at Birth (Years), 72.8 Inflation (%) 2021—22 (July—March) 5.83
2020, Total
Literacy Rate of Population, 7+ years 75.2 Foreign Exchange Reserves (as of 44,089
(%), 2020 April 20, 2022) (in millions of US

dollars)

Source: Bangladesh Economic Review 2022

In addition to impressive progress in economic parameters, in the last few decades, Bangladesh
has made notable progress in many aspects of human development, such as educational
attainment, life expectancy at birth, gender parity in health and education, declining maternal
and infant mortality, and so on (Jahan, 2021). The achievement of this country in the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) of the United Nations has received commendable attention in the
development world. Bangladesh has achieved most of the targets of the MDGs. As seen in Table
2.1, the current literacy rate is 75.2%, and the life expectancy at birth is 72.8 years. Net enrolment
in primary education increased from 75% in 1990 to 97% in 2019, while secondary enrollment
increased from less than 20% to 66%. According to Stefan Liller, Resident Representative of
UNDP Bangladesh, the nation's Human Development Index (HDI) values have steadily increased
over the past many years (Liller, 2022). Bangladesh also does better than other countries in

South Asia, with an HDI rating that is higher than the regional average of 0.632.

Even putting aside the statistical data that has been covered thus far, Bangladesh has undergone
an unanticipated evolution that many development specialists could not have predicted when the
nation was founded in 1971. Dr. Akbar Ali Khan, a prominent economist and educator from
Bangladesh who served as a former secretary of state and adviser to the interim administration,
wrote about this development concern in an article titled "The test case for development
revisited" that was published in the Daily Star's 20th Anniversary Supplement on March 19, 2013
(Khan, 2013). After this nation became an independent state, several development experts and
foreign leaders made dismal predictions about Bangladesh's prospects for prosperity. Dr. Khan
purposefully disputed these predictions. He claimed that this young state was defined as a
Malthusian state, in which the nation's potential for economic progress is outweighed by

unchecked population growth.
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Former U.S. President Kissinger viewed Bangladesh as a “bottomless basket.” In 1972, the World
Bank stated that Bangladesh is a serious and complicated development challenge even in the best
of circumstances. In 1976, Just Faaland and Parkinson encapsulated Bangladesh's trauma in the
phrase "test case for development” (Faaland & Parkinson, 1976). They argued that there is little
doubt that development might be effective everywhere else if it could be in Bangladesh. It is in
this sense that Bangladesh is the "test case for development.” Dr. Khan firmly criticized these
pessimistic statements and uttered that Bangladesh defied economists' negative predictions and
demonstrated amazing resiliency in the face of both natural and man-made disasters. And
accordingly, the “test case for development” hypothesis was proved wrong. Dr. Khan further
asserted that even Faaland and Parkinson have revised their assessments. In a revisionist article
in 2007, as cited by Khan in this writing, they (Faaland & Parkinson) wrote that at this moment,
with more than three decades of limited and erratic growth under its belt, sustained development
in Bangladesh seems possible, albeit by no means guaranteed. The claim of Dr. Khan is clearly
evident by the following statements in the last updated post (Apr. 11, 2022) on the official website

of the World Bank, where this organization states that:

Bangladesh is likewise a wonderful example of development and poverty reduction. In 1971,
Bangladesh was among the poorest nations; in 2015, it had a lower-middle income rank. It is
expected to leave the UN's list of least developed nations (LDC) in 2026 (World Bank, 2022).

In the same vein, Asif Saleh, a columnist in another leading daily newspaper in Bangladesh, the
Daily Prothom Alo, articulated how the two contrasting statements of the former (Just Faaland)
and current president (Jim Yong Kim) of the World Bank prove the falsified assumptions of
Faaland and Parkinson after a 40-year lapse (Saleh, 2017). Mr. Saleh’s claim is found soundly
grounded in the following statements by Jim Yong Kim, which he delivered in a jointly organized
discussion by the Economic Relations Division of the Bangladesh government and the World

Bank entitled “End Global Poverty by 2030: Sharing Bangladesh's Experience.”

Bangladesh has demonstrated to the rest of the world that many challenges can be
surmounted. In reality, its people have demonstrated that creativity, dedication, goal-setting,
and visionary leadership are capable of things that few would have dared to hope for
(Bangladesh is a model for poverty reduction: WB chief, 2016).

In this piece of writing on the Daily Prothom Alo, Saleh talks about the contribution of NGOs to
the development history of Bangladesh. Being the executive director of BRAC Bangladesh, he
emphasized that NGOs must inevitably contribute to the development of women in Bangladesh,

the delivery of essential services, and the reduction of rural poverty.
2.3 NGO Sector in Bangladesh

Since liberalism's triumphal march, non-government organizations (NGOs) have exploded all
over the world, including Bangladesh (Chowdhury, 2022; Nawal, 2022). NGOs expanded their

activities at all levels of society in Bangladesh (Mir & Bala, 2014), and they are thus an
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inseparable part of that society (Haider, 2011). As follows, this small but beautiful country has
been regarded as a “breeding ground for NGOs” (Khan, 2015), “a country of NGOs”
(Transparency International Bangladesh, 2018), and “the land of NGOs” (Haider, 2011). With
such an understanding and the context of this study, the historical review of NGOs in Bangladesh
is admittedly useful in that history positions us to identify patterns that might otherwise be
unseen in the present, giving us a critical viewpoint for understanding current and future
problems. While referring to the relationship between history and current economic
development, Nathan Nunn, a Harvard University professor of economics, commented that
“history matters” (Nunn, 2009). The historical study of NGOs gains momentum largely because,
according to Haider (2011), NGOs have not changed over the years. Everywhere in the world,
NGOs have developed within a specific social environment. As such, a review of the historic
trends of the NGO sector in Bangladesh is critical to tracing and analyzing accountability

practices in NGOs in Bangladesh.

To bring this to the fore, the history of NGOs in Bangladesh is difficult to narrate, as their roots
go back a long time and could be characterized as "days of yore." While crafting a picture of the
historic roots of NGOs in Bangladesh, like many parts of this continent, Batkin (1992) stated that
this country has its own tradition of voluntary work, rooted in its social, religious, and economic
conditions. Recalling Bengal’s rich heritage, Davis (2006) acknowledged that Bengal had a wide
variety of voluntary associations through which philanthropic and volunteer activities were
carried out. For instance, the Muslim community has traditionally utilized the zakat (a
compulsory charity for Muslims) and chanda (subscription) institutions for social welfare as well
as the collaborative construction of public infrastructure, including roads, madrassas, and
mosques (Hasan, 1993). However, unlike other areas of the NGO sector, studies focusing on the
memoirs of NGOs remain limited. Notwithstanding, some writings (e.g., ADB, 2008; Davis,
2006; Haider, 2011; TIB, 2018; Zohir, 2004) serve as an abridged explanation of the historical
journey of NGOs in Bangladesh. According to the literature already in existence, there are three
distinct eras that can be used to explain the history of NGOs in Bangladesh: under British

authority, under Pakistani administration, and after independence.

According to Haider (2011), the historical roots of NGOs in Bangladesh could be traced back to
the British colonial period. During the colonial era, volunteering and charitable service were
essentially synonymous. During times of crisis, groups of volunteers—mostly from landowner
families and other land-based elites—had spontaneously formed to assist those affected by floods,
famines, and epidemics, but they had vanished once things improved. Through the Organizations
Registration Act (SRA) of 1861, NGOs were governed as literary, scientific, and philanthropic
societies while under British authority. This Act was passed to enhance the legal standing of
organizations founded for the advancement of literature, science, the fine arts, or the

dissemination of practical information, political education, or charitable causes. As a result,
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many charitable people's actions led to the establishment of numerous colleges, hospitals,

charitable organizations, and bridges (TIB, 2007).

During the East Pakistan Period, a series of natural disasters took more than 3 million lives, and
a typhoon in 1970, which killed more than 500,000, acted as the impetus for the growth of
humanitarian organizations, also known as NGOs, in Bangladesh (ADB, 2008). In this period,
the Pakistan Academy for Rural Development (PARD), now the Bangladesh Academy for Rural
Development (BRAD), emerged as the Commila Approach to integrate rural development with its
cooperatives and a two-tier organizational structure (Haider, 2011). Floods and other natural
calamities were common in Pakistan during this period. Mclinley (1979), for example, reports ten
tidal waves in the coastal area of Noahkali between 1960 and 1970. In this period, in the face of
natural calamities, two of today’s big NGOs started their activities in then-East Pakistan, namely
the Co-operative for American Relief Everywhere (CARE) and the Christian Organization for
Relief and Rehabilition (CARITAS). Correspondingly, the Pakistani government has adopted
“The Voluntary Social Welfare Agencies (Regulation and Control) Ordinance 1961” to regulate
humanitarian and voluntary organizations. Notably, the majority of the activity done by NGOs
during the East Pakistani rule (1947-1971) was community service and disaster relief

(Chowdhury et al., 2020).

The activeness of NGOs has come into the spotlight following the country’s independence war in
1971. According to Haider (2011), the state of the newly born nation has largely failed to assist the
poor or reduce poverty, and NGOs have thus come forward ostensibly to fill this gap. In a similar
vein, the Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB) stated that following the
Liberation War in 1971, NGOs in Bangladesh emerged as organizations with informal activities to
address social demands at that time (ADAB, 2019). For instance, the origins of Gone Shasthya
can be traced to a mobile medical unit that supported the liberation fighters in 1971, whereas
RDRS started to support infrastructure development in the Northwest by offering postwar
restoration services (Zohir, 2004). BRAC commenced its journey by helping the fishermen's
community in the north-east that had been uprooted by the atrocities of 1971 with relief and
rehabilitation. In the early 1970s, the majority of NGOs had their roots outside of Bangladesh.
Some notable NGOs that worked at that time were Terre des Hommes, Action Aid, and the
Canadian University Students' Organization. During most of the 1970s, NGOs were providing

services in social sectors such as education, health, and sanitation.

Since then, backed up by increasing foreign fund flows, the number of NGOs in Bangladesh has
increased dramatically during the past few decades (Haider, 2011). Over time, NGOs adjusted
their focus of work more and more in favor of the social and economic advancement of vulnerable
populations (ADB, 2008; TIB, 2018). New NGOs that operate in service delivery, notably in the

domains of health and education, have emerged beyond relief and rehabilitation (ADB, 2008).
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NGOs have also evolved to advocate for public policy on a variety of issues affecting citizens, and
they are now more prevalent in areas such as environmental protection, gender equity, child and
woman trafficking prevention, good governance, and population assistance conditionality (ADB,
2008; TIB, 2018). Following the growth of NGOs in numbers and operational coverage, the
Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB), formerly known as the Agricultural
Development Association of Bangladesh, emerged as a central platform of NGOs in Bangladesh
in 1974 (Chowdhury et al., 2020). However, prior to the 1990s, there was no formal government
oversight of the activities of NGOs. In response to this necessity, the NGO Affairs Bureau
(NGOAB) was established in 1990. The NGO sector in Bangladesh thus received institutional
recognition. With the passage of time, the NGO sector in Bangladesh has been recognized as a

strong sector nationally and internationally (ADAB, 2019).

Bangladesh almost boasts the largest number of NGO's in the world—and some of the best NGO's
in the world, at that (Nawal, 2022). This country has some of the most innovative, effective, and
imitated non-government organizations in the world (Lewis & Hossain, 2021). Few countries
have witnessed the dramatic growth of NGOs as much as Bangladesh (Asian Development Bank,
2008). As seen in Figure 2.1, there were only 494 NGOs in 1990, when NGOAB emerged as a
sectoral regulator of foreign-funded NGOs. With the passage of time, this number increased at an
exuberant rate. At present, up to September 2022, 2549 NGOs are registered with the NGO
Affairs Bureau (NGOAB, 2022). These 2549 NGOs are only those that work with foreign funds.
Besides this number, there are a lot of NGOs in Bangladesh that work at the grassroots level. For
example, according to Kabeer et al. (2010), there are around 22,000 NGOs estimated to be in
operation. As harshly noted, as Haider (2011) claimed, the number of NGOs operating in
Bangladesh is unknown. Figure 2.1 illustrates the growth of NGOs in Bangladesh. This figure
includes only those NGOs that were or are now registered with NGOAB.

In addition to their lack of specificity in terms of number, although a great deal of similarity
exists in some cases, NGOs in Bangladesh are extremely diverse in their actions, sizes, and
sources of funding. And this is one of the distinguishing characteristics of NGOs in Bangladesh.
There is a controversy among scholars with respect to the diverse characteristics of NGOs in
Bangladesh. In a survey of NGOs in Bangladesh, Gauri and Galef (2005) conclude that the sector
is "highly organized and relatively homogeneous." Taking a different view, Devine (2006)
asserted that NGOs in Bangladesh have witnessed exponential growth in terms of number, size,

membership, and finances.
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Figure 2.1: The Growth of the NGO Sector in Bangladesh
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Source: The researcher’s own illustration based on available information.

According to Lewis and Hossain (2021), while talking about the NGOs in Bangladesh, what we
currently have is a variety of NGOs working on a variety of projects and guided by a variety of
principles. Whatever the case, the majority of NGOs working in Bangladesh focus on issues like
education, human rights, child and women’s rights, microcredit, healthcare and nutrition,
climate change and disaster management, vocational training and workshops, empowerment of
women, good governance, livelihood and sustainable development, agriculture and food security,
water, sanitation, and hygiene, renewable energy, legal assistance, environmental protection,
land rights, labor rights, and social justice, among other things (TIB, 2018). Table 2.2 indicates

the list of major activities that NGOs in Bangladesh have been carrying out in recent times.

As seen in Table 2.2, major areas of foreign funding are in the areas of education, health, and
social development. And this priority in funding and activities is equally applied to local,
national, and international NGOs. Notably, essential parts of humanity such as livelihoods,
agriculture, and food security are less prioritized. Donors’ attention is being replaced by areas
like governance, rights, and social mobilization. Climate change directly threatens the economic
development prospects of Bangladesh. Likewise, these areas also receive an increasing amount of
foreign funding, as 19% of the overall foreign fund goes to the areas of environment, climate

change, and disaster management.
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Table 2.2: Foreign Donations to Major NGO Programs in Bangladesh

Types of NGOs Type of Focused Program
Governance, Education, Livelihoods, Environment,
Rights, and Health, and Social | Agriculture, and Climate Change,
Social Development (%) | Food Security (%) | and Disaster
Mobilization Management (%)
(%)

Local NGOs 43 60 16 20

National NGOs 49 72 14 18

International NGOs | 35 76 21 19

Overall 44 68 17 19

Note: The programs of the NGOs received foreign donations for their projects during 2014—2015.

Source: TIB (2018)

Another important feature of the NGO sector in Bangladesh is the excessive foreign fund flow.
NGOs in Bangladesh, especially development ones, mostly depend on foreign funding. According
to the official records of NGOAB, the NGOs working in Bangladesh received a total of 65,428.82
crore taka between July 1990 and February 2017 for a total of 23,895 projects. Compared to other
periods, the NGOs received the highest number of funds during 2010-2015, amounting to
25,351.58 crore taka. According to the latest statistics, based on the available information from
the NGO Affairs Bureau (NGOAB), donors funded $1,031 million to NGOs in fiscal year (FY)

2021-22 (Uddin, 2022).

Table 2.3: Foreign Fund Flow to NGOs in Bangladesh

Sl. | Period Amount in Taka (Crore) | Sl. Period Amount in Taka (Crore)
1 1990-1995 3217.83 4 2005-2010 14916.54

2 1995-2000 5311.86 5 2010-2015 25351.58

3 2000-2005 7482.44 6 2015-2017 0126.83

Source: TIB (2018)

As seen in Table 2.3, the volume of foreign funding to NGOs in Bangladesh was 3217.83 crore
taka in the period between 1990 and 1995. But over the course of time, this funding has reached
$9126.83 for a period of only two years, i.e., 2015—2017. The number of NGOs and the amount of
foreign funding have increased in Bangladesh. Surprisingly, despite having this giant figure of
foreign funding, for example, $1,031 million in fiscal year (FY) 2021-22, local NGOs in
Bangladesh have stumbled due to a lack of funding, leaving a worried finding that the major

portion of funding goes to a few national and international NGOs.
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Table 2.4: Trend in Foreign Donations to NGOs in Bangladesh

2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
% of total foreign aid 17.97 19.45 12.98 14.60 12.81 9.79
Foreign donation in USD (Millions) 641 715 827 955 946 779

Source: NGO Affairs Bureau (2022)

As noted in Table 2.4, the share of NGOs in foreign donations has been declining except for 2017.
The share of foreign donations to NGOs was 17.97% in 2016, which has gradually declined to 9.79
percent. This could be attributed to an indication of the state's increasing capacity to run
development programs. Despite the apparent consistent decrease in the share of foreign
donations, the volume of foreign donations to Bangladeshi NGOs has been increasing. The
volume of foreign funds showed an increasing trend except in the case of 2021. In 2016, the
amount of foreign funds was $641, which increased to $827 in 2018 and $946 in 2020. Although
these increasing flows stalled in 2021, according to recent statistics, foreign donations to NGOs
reached $1,031 million in fiscal years 2021-22 (Uddin, 2022). Of any kind, every single US dollar
is important for the country’s socio-economic development and is heartily touched by the lives of
millions of poor people in Bangladesh. Accordingly, the effectiveness and efficiency of this foreign
fund are critically important, and this could only be possible when an accountability culture

exists in the NGO sector.
2.4 Contribution of NGOs in Bangladesh: From Relief to SDGs

Despite a skyrocketing debate about accountability and governance in NGOs in Bangladesh, as
the literature suggests, it is an exceptionally rare case that very few have denied the role of NGOs
in Bangladesh. The contribution of NGOs to this small but emerging economy is, although mostly
hypothetical, vastly documented in literature. Although the country’s post-war desperation for
poverty alleviation allowed NGOs in Bangladesh to thrive (Choudhury, 2022), from poverty relief
to human rights to climate change campaigns, NGOs in Bangladesh have been imprinting a
footprint in almost every aspect of the country. The NGOs in Bangladesh have managed to carry
on during some of the most difficult times in the nation's history, including those under
extremely authoritarian regimes, and they continue to be a crucial voice for progress in the face
of shrinking political spaces for civil society and rising wealth and power inequality. In addition
to the government's assistance, non-government organizations (NGOs) have made the bulk of the
contributions to Bangladesh's continued development and balanced economic trend (Chowdhury
et al., 2020). The contributions of NGOs appear to have evolved along with the nation's demands

for development. Their role in the past two decades is really praiseworthy (Islam, 2016).
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The NGOs in this nation work to address these issues through grassroots advocacy initiatives,
microcredit programs, nonformal education, and primary healthcare, as well as by fostering
employment opportunities, encouraging participation in asset development, and establishing
employment chances (Baser & Hasnath, 2022). In addition, few NGOs in Bangladesh deal with
externalities like river water contamination and concerns with dwindling open space in the cities,
in addition to their conventional activities. Along the same lines, in very recent times, Jeremy
Bruer appraised the contribution of NGOs in a straightforward way. According to this Australian
High Commissioner to Bangladesh, the beneficial impact NGOs have made to Bangladesh's
growth has significantly impressed me since I arrived in Bangladesh (Bruer, 2022). He further
argues that NGO initiatives succeed in Bangladesh because they are highly connected to the local
population and are in a position to know how to bring about positive change. Indeed,
Bangladesh's society and economy have acquired a high level of shock resistance (Zohir, 2004).
Many of the achievements are frequently credited to the work done by the nation's non-

government organizations (NGOs).

In addition to praise from academics and development specialists, NGOs in Bangladesh have
frequently earned institutional praise. For instance, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) takes on
board the activity of NGOs in Bangladesh in that NGOs have found a niche for themselves in the
gap between community and government, attempting to advance the welfare of the populace
through grassroots initiatives and development projects (ADB, 2008). Going even further, this
regional development bank claimed that in Bangladesh, where a significant portion of the
population is underemployed or unemployed, NGOs create critical job opportunities by
encouraging the growth of small businesses and motivating and empowering individuals from a
traditionally agricultural society to pursue non-farm livelihoods. In fact, NGOs are crucial in
working with foreign development partners to implement health education and bring valuable
resources to the country during times of devastation. According to the International Labour
Organization (ILO), NGOs in Bangladesh provide short-term basic skills training to students and
employees so they can operate income-generating businesses (ILO, 2014). While evaluating the
work of NGOs in Bangladesh, the World Bank (2006) highlighted that NGOs had greatly
increased their services during this time and had demonstrated that it was feasible to scale up

creative anti-poverty projects into nationwide operations.

Notably, most of the appraisals as to the contribution of Bangladesh’s NGOs are indemonstrable.
Their exact figure of contribution to the national economy is not precisely noted or recognized in
quantitative form. According to Mir and Bala's (2014) study, NGOs in Bangladesh contribute 3-
4% of the country’s GDP, based on an estimate of their microcredit operations. Again, this is
apparently a weak reference in that these two authors only cite the website link of NGOAB.
Despite the ongoing controversies and especially scandals about the ethical role of NGOs, NGOs

in Bangladesh still receive more attention from development agencies.
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For example, over the last two financial years, Bangladesh was the largest recipient of Australian
NGO Cooperation Program funding globally (Bruer, 2022). Donors' commitment to supplying
new funds to NGOs in Bangladesh, as noted in earlier discussion, rose by 3.7 per cent to $1,031
million in fiscal year (FY) 2021-22 (Uddin, 2022). Finally, the role of NGOs is affirmed with the
expectation or requirements of the state in that the NGOAB asks NGOs to work in alignment with
the SDGs and submit an NGO's SDG Action Plan accordingly (NGOAB, 2022). At long last, this
section ends with the aspiring comment of Choudhury (2022) that Bangladeshi NGOs continue

to act as the "world's laboratory" for social enterprises and socioeconomic development.

2.5 Legislative Framework for the NGO Sector in Bangladesh

While legal registration is not a key requirement for doing welfare and development activities in
many countries, including Bangladesh, according to Unerman and O'Dwyer (2006), legislation
remains a key factor for labeling an organization as an NGO and therefore running the operations
as per the laws and legislation. These two prominent researchers in the field of NGO
accountability consider both the juridical (de jure) and sociological (de facto) perspectives as to
the identification of an NGO. Accordingly, like other sectors, the legislative framework is critical
for the NGO sector in defining the operational identity and scope of operations. According to
Hayman et al. (2013), the weak legal framework for NGOs could open them up to abuse both

internally and from the government.

At the very outset, according to the World Bank (2006), there are a plethora of laws and
government agencies governing NGOs in Bangladesh. These legal and administrative
requirements for NGO registration, prior review, project approval, and the use of foreign funding
form the basis for NGO operations (Mohammed, 2010). In Bangladesh, NGOs are registered
under a variety of acts. The World Bank (2006), for example, provided a list of twelve laws under
which NGOs are registered and regulated. The list includes the Societies Registration Act 1860,
Trust Act 1882, Companies Act 1994, Cooperative Societies Ordinance 1964, Charitable
Endowments Act 1890, Wakf Ordinance 1962, Voluntary Social Welfare Agencies (Regulation
and Control) Ordinance 1961, Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Ordinance
1978, Foreign Donation (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Ordinance 1982, Hindu Religious
Welfare Trust Ordinance 1983, Christian Religious Welfare Trust Ordinance 1983, and Buddhist
Religious Welfare Trust Ordinance 1983. According to Mohammed (2010), the legislative
framework in this nation has two main components: laws governing NGOs' incorporation and
provision of a legal entity and laws governing their interactions with the government. Among
these, the Societies Registration Act, 1860, is the oldest law that acts as an entrance point for
NGOs in Bangladesh. It was adopted during the British colonial era and is one of the most

frequently applied laws in Bangladesh, controlling charitable endeavors (Mian, 2014).
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The law specifies how an organization should be incorporated, run, and keep accounts. To date,
the largest number of NGOs have been registered in Bangladesh under the Societies Registration
Act, 1860 (TIB, 2007). As the World Bank (2006) stated, around 4,900 organizations were
registered under this act, including some sizable development NGOs. However, this Act has been

criticized for being lenient with respect to fiduciary requirements.

Another legal enactment of NGO registration and regulation in Bangladesh is the Voluntary
Social Welfare Agencies (Regulation and Control) Ordinance 1961. The martial law regime in
Pakistan enacted this ordinance in an effort to slow the burgeoning number of voluntary groups
by requiring their registration (Mohammed, 2010). It applies to all NGOs, even those that get
funding from abroad. The Department of Social Service of the Ministry of Social Welfare is
responsible for managing all non-profit organizations registered under this act, including NGOs
(Mian, 2014). A large number of NGOs are registered under this ordinance (World Bank, 2006).
As per this ordinance, any formal or informal organization established to provide welfare services
to children, youth, and women, practice social work, or organize social welfare agencies is able to
get registered. The usage of this ordinance is popular among NGOs. However, this ordinance is
subject to criticism in that it gives extensive powers to the government with respect to NGOs. The
governing board of an NGO may be suspended by the Department of Social Services (DSS)
without any right of appeal, and the NGO's governing body cannot dissolve the organization

without the DSS's consent (Mohammed, 2010).

The Trust Act of 1882 is another earlier law that addresses the creation of NGOs. Without
interfering with or altering the already-existing Muslim and Hindu legislation for religious trusts,
this law was designed to allow private trusts. By establishing trusts for the benefit of children, the
public good, or religious objectives, the Trust Act gives charities credibility (Mian, 2014). This law
permits the establishment of trusts “for any lawful purpose,” whether they are private or public,
and allows anybody who is legally capable to do so (World Bank, 2006). The trustee is the legal
owner of the property and personally liable for any breach of trust; no official registration is
necessary. According to Mian (2014), because the Trust Act of 1882 offers comparatively greater
flexibility in terms of status, registration, and management, many non-profit organizations prefer
to form trusts under this law. As a result, several NGOs have been established as trusts (such as
the PRIP Trust) (Mohammed, 2010).

Another option for an NGO's legal standing is provided by the Companies Act of 1913, as revised
in 1994. When an association is founded to advance commerce, the arts, science, the humanities,
religion, or any other beneficial cause, it will be organized as a non-profit organization (Mian,
2014; Mohammed, 2010). This Act gives NGOs a very strong legal identity since it establishes the
strictest legal framework for NGOs and clearly outlines their fiduciary obligations (Mohammed,
2010; World Bank, 2006). These consist of having annual general meetings, keeping financial

records, and selecting a licensed chartered accountant to serve as an auditor.
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The Registrar of Joint Stock Companies is the implementing agency for the Societies Registration
Act. The World Bank (2006) reports that there are much fewer NGOs registered in Bangladesh
under this law than under other laws, which may be due to both a lack of knowledge about this

option and the law's rigorous legal criteria.

The Foreign Donations (Voluntary Activities) Regulation Act 2016 is another law for NGOs and is
arguably the one that has received the most attention recently in Bangladesh's development
sector. This act, popularly known as FDRA in the NGO sector, repealed the Foreign Donations
(Voluntary Activities) Regulation Ordinance, 1978, and the Foreign Contributions (Regulation)
Ordinance, 1982 (Rahman, 2016). Whatsoever, FDRA is critical for those NGOs that run
programs dependent on foreign donations since it regulates the work and activities of foreign-
funded NGOs. Surprisingly, this law defines a non-government organization (NGO) as “any
organization registered by the Bureau to conduct voluntary activities within Bangladesh and any
organization or NGO registered under the laws of any foreign country that is also registered
under this Act.” As a great surprise, as per this law, Bangladeshi NGOs that are registered by
NGOAB are only treated as NGOs in Bangladesh. However, this law, since its adoption on
October 5, 2016, has received severe criticism on several notable grounds. Referencing the law as
controversial, Rahman (2016) raised the issue of the absolute authority of the NGOAB in that
Section 16 of the Act grants the NGOAB the authority to cancel or withhold the registration of an
NGO for committing any of a list of offenses. These offenses include anti-state activities, making
malicious and derogatory statements against the Constitution and constitutional bodies of
Bangladesh, subversive activities, financing and sponsorship of terror and militancy, and
trafficking in women and children. Dimitris Christopoulos, President of the International
Federation for Human Rights (FIDH), criticized this newly enacted law on the ground that
international human rights norms are violated by this statute, which disproportionately restricts
the freedoms of expression and association in Bangladesh. Therefore, it represents a real threat
to the legitimate activities of independent NGOs (International Federation for Human Rights,

2016).

Brad Adams, Asia director at Human Rights Watch, also showed denunciation in response to the
FDRA. According to Adams, "The Foreign Donations Law is a shocking new initiative by a
repressive government to make civil society toe the government line or risk being arbitrarily shut
down" (Human Rights Watch, 2016). In addition, this law has also received criticism from local
civil society personalities. For example, Dr. Iftekharuzzaman, head of Transparency International
Bangladesh, told Al Jazeera that the legal provision is intended to intimidate NGOs that focus on
governance and human rights. Their primary duty is to criticize the government and government
agencies when they fail to carry out their responsibilities, and they are expected to speak out
when this occurs (Bergman, 2016). Whatsoever, the NGO sector in Bangladesh has, after a long

period, gotten a legal enactment that directly addresses the NGOs in Bangladesh. This law is a
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time-worthy initiative of the government of Bangladesh in that the need for a new law for the
NGO sector was felt immensely. For example, the World Bank stated in its report on NGO
governance that overall, the legal system is old, outmoded, and occasionally out of step with
current NGO regulation ideas (World Bank, 2006). As a result, despite the controversy, this
newly promulgated law is intended to regulate NGOs, thereby assisting in ensuring accountability

and transparency in NGOs in Bangladesh.
2.6 Government-NGO (GO-NGO) Relationship in Bangladesh

Although the relationship between government and non-government organizations (NGOs),
often referred to as “GO-NGO relations,” is a buzzword in the development world now-a-days,
several scholars (e.g., Moeenian et al., 2022; Mojumder & Panday, 2022; Rajabi et al., 2022;
Yambo, 2022) suggest that governments and NGOs should work closely with each other.
According to Moeenian et al. (2022), collaboration between government and NGOs leads to
sustainable development in communities. Like in other parts of the world, in a recent article,
Mojumder & Panday (2022) urged for GO-NGO teamwork to strengthen local governance in
Bangladesh. Government—NGO collaboration is an effective way of improving access to and
quality of TB and other health care services in Bangladesh (Zafar Ullah et al., 2006). However,
for government and civil society actors, such as NGOs, paradigms are much more complex and
evade simple categorization (Bahgecik & Turhan, 2022). Accordingly, GO-NGO collaboration is

complicated and usually influenced by many challenges and issues (Rajabi et al., 2022).

Regardless of disagreements, the government and non-government organizations rely on one
another to carry out development initiatives. According to Coston (1998), NGOs need to
familiarize themselves with the political and legal framework of governmental operations. On its
part, the government must be aware of NGOs' needs and activities because they frequently have
an impact on government policies as well as general service patterns. Nawaz (2009) argues that,
in Bangladesh, NGOs are operating in accordance with their own goals and programs, which is
the cause of their distant relationship with the government. NGOs are acting in a manner distinct
from that of government players. Nawaz claims that achieving balanced development is a difficult
task that cannot be accomplished by a single sector. Therefore, only cooperation between the
government and NGOs in Bangladesh can achieve all-out development. Despite the citations in
favor of good collaboration between NGOs and government, the GO-NGO relationship in
Bangladesh is an embarrassment. Although studies (e.g., Zafar Ullah et al., 2006) found an
increasing trend of governments collaborating with NGOs, especially in the health sector,
according to Zohir (2004), the government's relations with the NGOs in Bangladesh are yet to
stabilize. In a similar vein, while talking about NGOs’ involvement in the education sector, the
World Bank (2006) expressed its concern that the coordination between government and NGO
programs is weak. NGO education initiatives receive little official recognition from the

government.
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If we dive into the history of NGOs in Bangladesh, we see that the GO-NGO relationship was
apparently good in the aftermath of the war for freedom. For example, midway through the
1980s, NGOs made the decision to cooperate with the government, funders, and other pertinent
organizations in order to provide aid to the underprivileged population (Chowdhury et al., 2020).
As a result, numerous joint projects were carried out, including vaccination and oral rehydration
treatment (ORT) using BRAC. These original collaborations were gradually expanded to areas
including population, education, and health; the environment; education; fisheries and livestock;
women's empowerment; youth development; emergency response; and disaster management.
Consequently, the Government of Bangladesh (GoB) in its fourth five-year plan (1990-95)
officially recognized NGOs’ activities in development fields. As the state began to acknowledge
the NGOs' contributions, according to Chowdhury et al. (2020), NGOs started to collaborate with
the government on a number of projects in the 1990s, which gave the collaboration between GOs
and NGOs a boost. The Fourth Population and Health Project (FPHP), the General Education
Project (GEP), and the Integrated Non-Formal Education Project (IFEP) were some of the
significant outcomes of the enhanced collaboration. Eventually, the government brought NGOs

into public interest litigation and political activism (Bangladesh Bank, 2016).

However, over time, this collaboration story has begun to fade and has started to turn into a
confrontational one. Although NGOs maintained a distance from political activities in the early
decades of Bangladesh's independence, during the 2000s, there were significant controversies
about NGOs’ direct engagement with politics and disagreement within the sector (Chowdhury et
al., 2020). Accordingly, while the state referred to NGOs as “partners in development” during the
1990s, it started to view the top NGOs and their leaders as possible political rivals in the late
2000s (Karim, 2018). Again, the introduction of ordinances and regulations on the part of the
NGOAB to control the activity of NGOs mounted tensions between these two parties
(Asaduzzaman & Jinia, 2014). The conflict between NGOs and NGOAB officials became
particularly heated when donors expressed sympathy for the NGOs as a result of their frustration
with the state bureaucracy. As such, government officials frequently view the representatives of

NGOs as their competitors.

These points of departure between NGOs and the government were further explained by
Asaduzzaman and Jinia (2014) for both Bangladesh and other emerging nations. These two
scholars contend that the ongoing governance crisis in the developing world has cleared the way
for the introduction of alternative strategies for addressing governance issues in the twenty-first
century. In addition, the old governing system has been severely undermined by globalization.
The 1990s saw a sharp rise in NGOs' participation in world governance. NGOs exist to influence
and protest against governments as well as to replace them. Conflict with the government begins

as the NGOs begin to show interest in or enhance their engagement in governance.
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The relationship between NGOs and the state is not a happy one, regardless of the causes for the
relationship's decline, as suggested by literature. While crafting the existing nature of the GO-
NGO relationship in Bangladesh, Asaduzzaman and Jinia (2014) posit that the relationships
between these two can be considered brittle and rely on the desire of the ruling parties and, in
certain cases, state servants from the backgrounds of South Asian countries, with particular
reference to Bangladesh. According to Bhardwaj and Khemundu (2011), while acknowledging the
important role that NGOs serve, the government is searching for ways to control the range of
their operations and the sources of funding they receive from abroad. Whatever the case, focus
must be given to bolstering the institutional ties between them in order to drive the country's

development at the local and global levels.

2.7 NGO Accountability Crisis in Bangladesh

NGOs in Bangladesh are termed “aspiring stories” in the international development arena. Lewis
and Hossain (2021) assert that NGOs have undoubtedly contributed significantly to Bangladesh's
development on a wide range of topics, including health, education, rights and services, and
humanitarian relief. NGOs in Bangladesh are also credited with the country's continued
economic progress (Chowdhury et al., 2020). However, Transparency International Bangladesh
(TIB) discovered serious governance issues in numerous NGOs with relation to transparency,
accountability, involvement, and performance in a recent study (TIB, 2018). Bangladesh has also
seen an increase in controversies within the NGO sector in recent decades, despite having made a
considerable contribution. Questioning of NGOs by the government, political parties, business
community, beneficiaries, donors, and other stakeholders has increased in Bangladesh (World
Bank, 2006).

To illustrate with evidence, I refer here to some of the headlines from the writings of The Daily
Star—one of the country’s leading daily newspapers—that were published in the last few years.
Several writings in this leading daily newspaper are good enough to justify the rationality of this
study. Out of many notable pieces of writing, some include: proactive disclosure of information:
"NGO" cheats rural women: where is the monitoring mechanism? (2015); ensuring governance in
NGOs (Khan & Ahmed, 2014); NGO accountability: survey findings should be made use of
(August 13, 2011); NGOs in Bangladesh and their accountability (Zamir, 2007); NGOs improve
their governance (2018); Make NGO activities more accountable and transparent (2009), the
price of non-governmental growth (Shabab, 2016); ensure humanitarian accountability (2010);
are HR organizations above accountability? (Khan, 2013); NGOs and corruption (October 19,
2007); swindling by fake NGOs (Haque, 2008); fake NGO men vanish, defrauding thousands
(2009); an NGO pockets a vital healthcare fund (Azad, 2012).

Disquiet has started with the writings of a renowned economist, Dr. Atiur Rahman, in a daily

newspaper.
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This former governor of Bangladesh Bank said, as cited by TIB (2007), that NGOs talk about
good governance, but they have to establish good governance in their houses first. They have to
stop the game of hide-and-seek in financial affairs. It is not a privacy issue as to who gets how
much salary. People have the right to know about it. People have the right to know that NGO
officials (top management and founders) get 200 times the salary of a field staff member. As a
consequence, NGOs in Bangladesh are frequently questioned by the government, political
parties, business sector, beneficiaries, donors, and the general public (World Bank, 2006). In a
recent article in the Financial Express, a daily newspaper in Bangladesh, Ahmed (2021) asserts
that there are disagreements on the methods used to receive donations, spending habits,
financial transactions, and other issues. Once more, NGOs have come under fire for claims that
the target group receives significantly fewer resources than they should. Thus, NGO

accountability has turned into a problem for Bangladesh (Chowdhury, 2022; Hossen, 2021).

2.8 Conclusion

Despite being a small and newly independent state, Bangladesh has received mounting
appreciation on several grounds of social and economic development. The country's economic
growth has transformed it from a “basket case” to a rising economic star (Ahmed, 2021).
Bangladesh is now one of the world's fastest-growing economies. This eye-catching continuing
success is attributed to NGOs for a significant part. NGOs in Bangladesh have set commendable
examples of success in the world, many of which are being replicated in different parts of the
world. This NGO sector has received a sizeable portion of foreign donations for implementing
development initiatives, notwithstanding the global economic slump and instability.
Notwithstanding, the legislative framework for regulating this sector is weak and mostly obsolete
(World Bank, 2006). Although a new legal enactment, namely the Foreign Donations (Voluntary
Activities) Regulation Act 2016, was adopted, this is applicable only to foreign-funded NGOs.
Moreover, this Act has been severely criticized at the national and international level. Like the
controversial laws for this sector, the government-NGO (GO-NGO) relationship in Bangladesh
could be characterized with a sting in the tail. In the last two decades, NGOs in Bangladesh have
received burgeoning allegations from almost all parts of society with regard to accountability,
transparency, and their suspected role. As such, “NGO accountability” has become a hackneyed

phrase in the development arena in Bangladesh.
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Chapter Three: Non-Government Organizations

3.1 Introduction

In this first chapter of the literature review, I present and discuss the various issues related to the
study's central focus subject, non-government organizations. Notably, this study aims to explore
the current accountability practices of NGOs in Bangladesh. It is therefore obvious to shed light
on different issues within the broad spectrum of NGOs in pursuit of the purpose of the study. To
put it simply, this chapter is centered on five distinct issues, ranging from an understanding of
the NGO sector to NGOs’ role in today’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Steps are taken
decisively to define and clarify the term "NGO" so as to avoid a misleading interpretation of the

findings of this study.

3.2 Defining an NGO: A Mission Impossible Task

In acknowledging the immense complexity associated with the definition of an NGO in the
literature, as cited in Carolei (2022), Martens (2002, p. 271) termed the act of defining an NGO a
“mission impossible task.” In this section, I intend to present four consecutive but interrelated
issues. First, I sketch the scenario of challenges that scholars and practitioners have faced in
defining the term “NGO.” Second, I explain why defining this term is complex, followed by its
subsequent impact on development research. Third, I examine a few but widely cited institutional
and individual researchers' definitions of an NGO. Finally, I present my working definition of an
NGO for the purpose of this study. Since this study is primarily concerned with the NGO sector
and, more precisely, NGO accountability, it seems quite logical to delve into a conceptual
clarification of the central term of the study (i.e., NGO). In accordance with this rationale, Retzl
(2017) contends that “it is very important for a study of NGOs to define exactly what the focus is

and clarify the boundaries of the research.”

Despite an increasing presence in the development world coupled with growing academic
interest, it remains scanty as to what constitutes an NGO. There is no consensus among the
scholars referring to the definition of an NGO (Awuah-Werekoh, 2014; Burger & Owens, 2010;
Martens, 2002; Najam, 1996; Salamon & Anheier, 1992; Sama, 2010; Smillie, 1995). The term
“NGOs” is so highly debated and equivocal that in some cases it is meaningless to try to define it
(Gray et al., 2006; Kaldor, 2003; Teegen et al., 2004). There has been a growing debate in
development literature on the subject of what an NGO is and is not. Arguably, under this scenario
of discord in respect of definition, it is a burning question: why is it difficult to define an NGO?
Probably, the most acceptable answer is found in the writing of Edwards (2000). According to
Edwards, there is considerable heterogeneity in the NGO sector in terms of size, functions, views,

standards, strategy, and tactics.
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This increased heterogeneity is a significant barrier to the adoption of a succinct definition. Lewis
(2010), by the same token, argued that the NGO sector is a set of diverse groups of organizations
that contest generalizations. Furthermore, according to Lewis (2010), NGOs work within and
across cultures, posing various shapes of NGO operations, resulting in definitional complexity. In
fact, scholars are confronted with challenges largely due to the blurred boundaries of definitions
(Unerman & O’Dwyer, 2006). In a related move, Lewis (2010) affirmed that the boundaries of
NGO operations are vague, which leads to multiple interpretations of the term. While defining,

for instance, one could erroneously emphasize what an NGO does rather than what it doesn’t.

Whatever the reason, the lack of unanimity on defining NGOs creates confusion (Burger &
Owens, 2010; Martens, 2002; Najam, 1996; Smillie, 1995; Salamon & Anheier, 1992). It is
therefore difficult to pin down NGOs analytically. According to Vakil (1997), this lack of
consensus inhibits the progress of both theoretical and empirical research in the NGO sector. In
addition, the lack of an agreed-upon definition of NGOs has resulted in innumerable definitions
in the literature (Awuah-Werekoh, 2014). However, an unusual appreciation of this lack of
concord in defining NGOs is found in the writing of several scholars. Chandhoke (2002), for
instance, states that difficulty in defining NGOs is inevitable, and this difficulty is part of what
makes NGOs what they are. Despite the complexities associated with defining NGOs, as reflected
to some extent in the above discussion, there is a flood of definitions of NGOs available in the
literature. Although these definitions are crafted from different perspectives with different areas

of emphasis, a few factors are found to be common in almost all definitions.

The problem is that these common factors sometimes create further confusion in the conceptual
understanding of NGOs. The phrase “non-profit”, for instance, is found in many definitions of
NGOs. However, not all non-profit organizations, such as private universities and professional
associations, are NGOs. Again, the term “voluntary” is a common element of many definitions of
NGOs. This in turn leads to further misunderstanding. Not all voluntary organizations work to
serve social purposes as a whole. Many voluntary organizations, such as labor unions or alumni
associations, exist solely to serve their members. Accordingly, it is a big mistake to use only some
common features in defining NGOs. In light of these circumstances, I present below a brief but
critical analysis of some of the most cited definitions, especially those of reputed institutions and
influential scholars in the respective field. One of the most frequently cited definitions of NGOs is
found in the writings of Salamon and Anheier (1992). This definition was proposed at the very
beginning of the blooming decade of NGOs (i.e., the 1990s). According to Salamon and Anheier
(1992), NGOs are a subset of the non-profit sector, which is a collection of entities that share five
crucial characteristics: being formal, private, non-profit distributing, self-governing, and

voluntary. Later, in 1998, they added two additional criteria: non-religious and non-political.
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They further claim that these seven attributes set NGOs apart from the other two major segments
of society: the market and the state. Notably, this definition is not accepted without exception
(Ahmed & Hopper, 2015). Although this definition is one of the earliest theoretical contributions
in NGO literature, Salamon and Anheier (1992) mainly portrayed the conceptual understanding
of the non-profit sector, not exclusively NGOs. Smillie and Hailey (2001), for example,
differentiate NGOs from NPOs based on NGOs’ value-driven approach. Unlike many non-profit
organizations (NPO), they argue that NGOs’ work is appreciable for their value-driven approach
that largely focuses on justice, equity, and empowerment for the poor. Along the same lines,
Korten (1990) and Malena (1995) argued that NGOs are typically value-based organizations that

adopt a people-centered approach.

While not formally defining NGOs, Lehr-Lehnardt (2005) contends that the definition of an NGO
should include the following points: (i) promoting the general public's well-being; (ii) working
without profit; (iii) engaging in peaceful actions; (iv) being established by private citizens; (v)
being independent of the state; and (vi) having a minimum formal organizational structure.
Another popular definition of NGO, as cited in literature, is given by Edwards (2000), where he
stated that an NGO is a subset of a civic organization; they are distinguished by their formal
government registration, reliance on donations from the public (often in addition to government
grants), and board of trustees governance as opposed to elected representatives of their
constituency. Unlike other definitions, Edwards (2000) places importance on independent
governance as an important attribute of an NGO in addition to other common features like non-
profit status and voluntary contribution. According to him, in order to be recognized as an NGO,

registration is an indispensible criterion.

Another short but meaningful definition of an NGO is given by Vakil (1997), who sheds light on
four important features: not-for-profit, private, self-governing, and a social purpose (e.g.,
working for underprivileged people). Vakil’s definition is quite helpful to differentiate NGOs from
other civil society organizations (e.g., trade unions, professional associations, and other non-
profit organizations concerned with sporting, religious, business, cultural, and recreational
affairs) based on the "social purpose" attribute. This definition is largely commensurate with the
definition given by the Commonwealth Foundation (1999). This intergovernmental organization
sets out four key characteristics of an NGO: voluntary, independent, not-for-profit, and not self-
serving. According to this organization, the first three defining characteristics almost prevail in
all other CSOs. But the fourth attribute (i.e., NGOs are not for the personal profit of those who
direct their affairs) is largely the demarcation point between NGOs and other CSOs. In the report
entitled "Non-Governmental Organizations: Guidelines for Good Policy and Practice," this
organization further elaborated on the ideal motto of an NGO by saying that NGOs are

groups that aren't focused on their members' self-interests but instead, in some way, care
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about disadvantage and/or the disadvantaged, as well as problems and issues that are harmful

to the wellbeing, situations, or prospects of individuals as well as society at large.

At the very basic level, the two most distinguishable factors that differentiate NGOs from other
organizations are “non-governmental” and “non-private” (Johnson & Prakash, 2007). More
specifically, they remain in the space between private and public organizations (Fowler, 2011;
Lehr-Lehnardt, 2005). However, according to the Asian Development Bank (2004), in a more
broad sense, NGOs are organizations that are neither governmental nor profit-oriented. This
intergovernmental organization further cautioned that the issue with this wide definition is that

it includes many organizations that are architecturally and functionally unrelated.

In an attempt to make the definition of NGOs more inclusive, several scholars (e.g., Unerman &
O'Dwyer, 2006; Martens, 2002) have considered two major perspectives: the juridical (de jure)
and sociological (de facto) perspectives. According to Unerman and O'Dwyer (2006), the major
issue is whether a group is classified as an NGO based on its operations or based on its legal
status as an NGO. Under the juridical approach, legal identity is a critical factor, i.e., an NGO
must obtain legal status explicitly within the areas where it works. The sociological perspective,
on the other hand, places importance on the kind of activities that an NGO carries out. This
perspective holds that whether an organization will be regarded as an NGO or not mainly
depends on certain activities (e.g., profit vs. non-profit, voluntary vs. obligatory, independent vs.
dependent, social purpose vs. member service activities, and so on). However, these two de jure
and de facto approaches do not adequately articulate the comprehensive phenomenon of NGOs
individually. As opined by Loft et al. (2006), it is not wise to identify an organization solely based

on a certain set of activities.

Likewise, Gray et al. (2006) claim that the legislative criterion (i.e., registration) as a way of
marking organizations as NGOs is incomplete. It is possible that an organization carries out all
possible functions that fall within the NGO paradigm but is not necessarily registered as an NGO.
On the other side of the coin, it is also possible that an organization is registered as an NGO but
does not carry out the normative functions of a real NGO. For example, many organizations in
Bangladesh under the Department of Social Service are registered as NGOs, but they are not
actually NGOs. Rather, most of them are community-based or membership-based organizations.
How NGOs are often confused with similar terms is described in the next section. These
contradictory issues are somewhat resolved to a large extent with the following UN definition of
an NGO:

“A non-governmental organization (NGO) is a not-for-profit, voluntary citizens’ group,
which is organized on a local, national or international level to address issues in support
of the public good. Task-oriented and made up of people with a common interest, NGOs
perform a variety of services and humanitarian functions, bring citizens’ concerns to
Governments, monitor policy and programme implementation, and encourage
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participation of civil society stakeholders at the community level. They provide analysis
and expertise, serve as early warning mechanisms and help monitor and implement
international agreements. Some are organized around specific issues, such as human
rights, the environment or health” (United Nations, as cited in Gray et al., 2006).

Unlike the World Bank’s definition of an NGO, the above definition seems more comprehensive
and worthwhile. This definition removes the confusion associated with where an NGO lies in a
given economy. As seen in the definition, NGOs occupy the space between public and private
profit-making organizations. Both altruism and geographical diversity are addressed in the
definition, along with the acknowledgement of a wide array of NGO activities. Indeed, this
definition largely articulates the diverse scope of NGO activities, which is largely commensurate
with the de facto (sociological) approach. Without a doubt, this definition provides notable
distinguishing factors between NGOs and other CSOs. Nonetheless, it does not cover the
legislative approach, which is an essential attribute of today’s NGOs (Edwards, 2000; Unerman &
O’Dwyer, 2006).

Drawing on the works of several scholars and institutions (e.g., Commonwealth Foundation,
1999; Edwards, 2000; Gray et al., 2006; Martens, 2002; Salamon & Anheier, 1992; Unerman &
O’Dwyer, 2006; Vakil, 1997; World Bank, 1995), coupled with the consideration of the above

blurring issues, I set out below the working definition of an NGO for the purpose of this study.

A non-governmental organization (NGO) is an independent, voluntary, not-for-profit,

formal, not self-serving civic organization that is formed under the legal framework of the

state in order to carry out a social mission at the local, national, and international level.
This working definition entails at least ten unique characteristics that NGOs should have. More
specifically, organizations that have these ten characteristics are regarded as NGOs for this study.
In crafting this working definition, I have considered both the positive and negative dimensions
associated with NGOs, i.e., what an NGO is and what an NGO is not. As seen in Figure 3.1, ten
critical attributes are underlined. The first distinguishing feature is that an NGO is a non-
governmental organization, as the term implies. There are no government obligations that make
the people bound to form an NGO. This organization is institutionally separate from the
government. Furthermore, an NGO operates with no direct influence from the government, i.e.,
the government does not meddle in the affairs of an NGO. However, an NGO may enter into a
relationship with the government in the form of a partnership or contract. Even so, it may receive
funding from the government. These relationships with the government do not constitute an

NGO’s identity as governmental to any extent.
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Figure 3.1: A Graphical Illustration of the Working Definition of an NGO

Non-Government Organization (NGO)

Not-for-
Profit

What an
NGO isnot

Not Self-Serving

Source: Researcher’s own construct based on Commonwealth Foundation (1999),
Edwards (2000), Gray et al. (2006), Martens (2002), Salamon and Anheier (1992),
Unerman and O’Dwyer (2006), Vakil (1997), and World Bank (1995).

Second, it is autonomous in the sense that it is founded and governed by individuals in societies
of their own free will. More clearly, it is a self-governing organization where individuals control
and manage its affairs independently. Third, it is a voluntary organization because there should
be some degree of voluntary participation in its activities, such as volunteers at the field level and
a voluntary board of directors. As discussed earlier, several authors are reluctant to incorporate
the attribute “voluntary” while defining NGOs because of their overriding emphasis on the
professionalized identity of the NGO sector. However, many scholars (e.g., Ahmed & Hopper,
2015; Malena, 1995; Salamon & Anheier, 1992) and even reputed organizations like the
Commonwealth Foundation and the United Nations have acknowledged the “voluntary” aspect in
defining NGOS. In addition, Edwards (2000) asserts that a part of an NGO’s funding should

come from voluntary contributions.

Fourth, and more importantly, an NGO is a not-for-profit organization, i.e., it does not work to
make profit. If any profit is generated from its course of activities, it is returned back to the
organization for further acceleration of its activities. Even the individuals who founded this NGO
are not entitled to economic benefits. Fifth, an NGO is a formal organization. It must have an
organizational structure along with organizational features like office furniture, regular meetings,
and at least some degree of visible performance. Furthermore, an NGO should have its own
constitution, which will guide its activities. Sixth, it is not a self-serving organization. Unlike
other CSOs, an NGO is not established to benefit its initiators or individuals who are involved in
its operations. However, paid staff is not included in this "not self-serving” dimension, i.e.,

having paid staff does not necessarily mean that an NGO is a self-serving organization.
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This concern lies in the motto of the NGO in the sense that it does not stand for the benefits of its
own people but rather works for the benefit of society as a whole. This "not self-serving"

characteristic lays the foundation of an NGO’s aims and values.

Seventh, an NGO is a civic organization, which means it is not affiliated with either the public or
private sectors but rather with civil society. As stated earlier, NGOs are a subset of civil society
(sometimes referred to as the "third sector"). While it differs in critical aspects, such as a value-
driven approach and social purpose, it shares some characteristics with CSOs. Eighth, an NGO is
formed and operates within its state's legal framework. In precise terms, it has to be registered
under the law. As stated in earlier discussions, several scholars (e.g., Edwards, 2000; Kilby,
2006; Martens, 2002; Unerman & O’Dwyer, 2006) urge that registration is a must for an
organization to be acknowledged as an NGO. The Commonwealth Foundation (1999), for
example, insists that the existence of an NGO should be made possible, allowed for, and
supported, but not mandated by legislation. Although there is an increasing debate over whether
registration is a mandatory attribute of an NGO, I agree with the requirement of registration.
Since an NGO works under the sovereignty of a state, it seems quite logical for an NGO to be duly
registered and operated under the existing laws of a country. Arguably, according to Clark (1991),

NGOs may disagree with, support, or reform the state, but they are not allowed to ignore it.

Ninth, an NGO must have a social mission, i.e., its explicit expression must have a social purpose.
Generally, an NGO must work to promote social goods such as humanitarian assistance in
emergencies, poverty reduction, human rights protection, policy advocacy on behalf of the
disadvantaged, and other humane activities. An NGO may work with only one of these aspects of
social needs or may engage in a combination of several activities. The fact is that an NGO’s
activities must be directed toward the benefit of society as a whole. Finally, an NGO may operate
at the local, national, and international levels. Some NGOs are found at the very local level, with
a scope of operation that may be limited to a few kilometers. Some may operate within the
domestic territory of a country, while some NGOs work across continents. Geographic coverage,

therefore, cannot restrain an organization from being an NGO.

In essence, defining an NGO is really a complex and sometimes abortive task. This is largely due
to the heterogeneous characteristics of the NGO sector. The act of defining is further becoming
complex as NGOs are increasingly entering into relationships with the government and private
firms in many forms, like contracting and partnership. In addition, NGOs are now found more
and more often in commercial ventures than ever before. Giving up the hope of articulating a
succinct definition, not surprisingly, authors like Beigbeder (1992) and Willetts (1996) conclude
that “there is simply no such thing as the typical NGO.” Indeed, “NGO” is a continuously evolving

term, and the definition of an NGO is relevant within a certain context to a large extent.
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3.3 Classifying NGOs: Context Matters

Besides the increasing conceptual debates on NGOs and their demarcation from other civil
society organizations, classifying NGOs has also been a problematic issue in development
literature (Pinkney, 2009). Demarcation points are often vague, and thus in many cases, NGOs
are classified based on what they are not instead of what they are (White, 1999). The act of
classifying NGOs is a complicated task as there is a substantive overlap in their activities (Banks
& Hulme, 2012). NGOs vary enormously in accordance with their purpose, philosophy, sectoral
expertise, and extent of operations (World Bank, 1995). As a result, academics and practitioners
are often confronted with the challenges of classifying NGOs. Regardless of the challenges, for
Bagci (2003), it is worthwhile to clarify different categories of NGOs in pursuit of better analysis
and understanding. In addition, a useful categorization of NGOs is required for understanding

accountability relationships (Unerman & O’Dwyer, 2006).

Given the importance of categorizing NGOs for a study like this, questions arise regarding the
basis for categorization. The World Bank (1995), for example, states that a wide variety of
typologies exist in the NGO sector in that it is debatable in many aspects, i.e., whether NGOs are
more relief or development-oriented, religious or secular, service delivery or participation, and
more public or private-oriented. Like this description, as the discussion proceeds, lots of
illustrations are available in the literature in this respect that create confusion to a large extent.
For example, NGOs vary in terms of size and geographical scope of operations (Boomsma &
O'Dwyer, 2019; Vakil, 1997). In terms of size, some NGOs are large in scope of operation and
endowed with affluent resources and staffs, while others are too small to mention and are often
characterized by struggling for hand-to-mouth existence (Lewis, 2010). Again, some NGOs
operate at a very local level (e.g., Dwip Unnoyan Sangstha in Bangladesh), whereas some NGOs
like Oxfam are involved in worldwide operations. Based on a thorough review of existing NGO
literature, I present here in Table 3.1 at least ten categories for the classification of NGOs. In fact,
the typologies of NGOs vary widely because of differences in philosophy, purpose, expertise,

program approach, and scope of activities (Asian Development Bank, 2004).

Again, several authors (e.g., Boomsma & O'Dwyer, 2019; Vakil, 1997) classified NGOs into three
types based on their primary orientation, such as development, humanitarianism, or
empowerment. Development NGOs focus on the implementation of development projects,
especially in developing countries. Humanitarian non-government organizations (NGOs)
primarily provide assistance in natural and man-made disasters. Empowerment NGOs are non-
government organizations that work primarily to “empower” the poor and disadvantaged. Mostly
drawing on the World Bank (1995), Boomsma and O'Dwyer (2019) classified NGOs by their

activities, such as welfare provision NGOs, campaigning or advocacy NGOs, and hybrid NGOs.
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NGOs are also classified in terms of structure, such as formal or informal NGOs (Lewis, 2010).
Formal NGOs are found to be more professional and bureaucratic compared to informal NGOs.
Another way of classifying NGOs is according to their sources of funding (Lewis, 2010). Some
NGOs liberally depend on external sources, whereas some NGOs prefer to mobilize local

resources. Resource-controlling factors are also considered when classifying NGOs.

Table 3.1: Classification of NGOs (Bases and Types)

Sl. Basis of Types Sl. Basis of Types
Classification Classification
01 Activity Welfare 06 | Orientation Development
Campaigning/Advocacy Humanitarian
Both welfare & advocacy Empowerment
02 Geographical | Local 07 | Sources of | Externally-Funded
Coverage National Funding Internally-Funded
International Mixed-Sources
03 Size Large 08 Structure Formal (Bureaucratic)
Small Informal (Flexible)
04 Resource Northern NGOs 09 | Membership | Membership NGOs
Control Southern NGOs Intermediary NGOs
05 Ideologies Secular 10 Orientation of | Charitable
Faith-based Changes Radical

Source: The researcher’s own illustration.

Based on control of resources (i.e., fund flow), NGOs are termed "northern" or "southern" NGOs.
NGOs that originated in developed economies are called northern NGOs. They are frequently on
a large scale, with a vast pool of resources and capacities (Awuah-Werekoh, 2014).In contrast,
NGOs in developing countries are called "southern NGOs," which are mostly characterized by
limited capacity, expertise, and resources. In many cases, northern NGOs implement their
projects through southern NGOs, where southern NGOs play an intermediary role between

northern NGOs and their constituencies (O’ Dwyer & Unerman, 2010).

Another critical difference arises pertaining to NGOs’ membership concentration. Some NGOs
are membership-based NGOs that work for and are run by members, whereas some NGOs play
an intermediary role between donors and constituencies and are referred to as intermediary
NGOs. However, as discussed in previous sections, several scholars (e.g., Birchall, 2013; Vakil,
1997) argue that membership-based NGOs serve their members only rather than the society as a
whole. Accordingly, I also agree with this thinking, as membership-based NGOs (sometimes
known as community-based organizations) are far from the ideal motto of NGOs (i.e., they work
for the interests of their members, not for the society at large). As such, I exclude community-
based NGOs (alternatively, membership NGOs) from the classification of NGOs (as seen in
Figure 3.2).
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Notably, there is a huge probability of misunderstanding when someone intends to make a
distinction between a membership-based NGO and an NGO that works for communities with
specific issues. So the problem actually lies in terms of whether an organization is member-

oriented or whether it is an intermediary organization.

In my view, an organization that works for a specific community, like child marriage prevention
in a certain area, is also an NGO until and unless it is free from membership concentration (i.e.,
helping only members and not others) and it also satisfies other eligible criteria (e.g., criteria that
are set in the working definition of this study). As a result, we must consider two issues: who an
organization serves and how they are funded. Although membership dues could be the main
source of funding for these community-based NGOs, a part of their funding should come from
voluntary contributions from non-member private donors, institutions, governments, or

development agencies.

Figure 3.2: Types of NGOs

NGOs

| l

Advocacy Operational
| |
Geographical Identity Source of Funding
Local National International Donor Dependent Self funding Mixed
Orientation
Humanitarian Development

Source: Researcher’s Own Illustration based on the Asian Development Bank (2004), Boomsma and

O'Dwyer (2019), Vakil (1997), and the World Bank (1995).

Some NGOs may work on issues that are common to a specific community but not to their
members only. For example, an NGO may work for the people who are landless due to river
breaking. This NGO works for a whole section of society (i.e., the community of landless people).
This NGO, for example, is an NGO in the true sense. Again, another question arises in regard to
whether an organization that serves a specific community (e.g., garment workers) and has a

membership structure (for example, members provide an annual subscription) but renders
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services to the whole community irrespective of members and non-members should be called an
NGO. In my opinion, it is an NGO simply because it serves the whole community, disregarding its
sources of funding. In one sense, members are individual donors in this case. So this organization
is an intermediary organization to some extent. Accordingly, the main point is whether an
organization works for the whole society or community, or if it serves only the members (i.e., is
self-serving). Therefore, the terms “community-focused” and “membership service-focused”
should be used decisively. NGOs are also classified based on their ideological identity, such as
secular NGOs and faith-based NGOs (Lewis, 2010). The view toward change has a bearing on
categorizing the NGOs. Some NGOs are classified as “charitable” or “paternalistic,” with a focus
on short-term immediate needs, while others are classified as “radical NGOs,” with a focus on

empowering people through structural changes in socioeconomic aspects.

Despite these complex ambiguities and their subsequent countless debates, there are some
common grounds for classifying NGOs. For example, NGOs are more frequently classified in
terms of two dimensions: orientation and level of operation. By "orientation,” I mean the type of
activities that NGOs carry out. Level of operation, on the other hand, indicates an NGO’s
geographical coverage of operations. Among others, the World Bank and Asian Development
Bank categorize NGOs into two broad types: operational NGOs and advocacy NGOs. Notably, this
classification of NGOs has been widely referenced in the literature. Operation NGOs, according to
the World Bank (1995), are those NGOs whose main objective is the creation and execution of
programs relating to development. Contrarily, advocacy NGOs strive to shield or advance a

specific cause and intend to influence policies and practices. In light of the wide range of

typologies, | intend to present a classification of NGOs using a simple flow chart.

As shown in Figure 3.2, I begin t