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Accountability and Good Governance Mechanisms in NPO: a systematic literature 
review 

This systematic literature review is justified by four paramount reasons: (i) the importance 
of good governance among NPOs because of fraud cases; (ii) the absence of definition 
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of good governance; (iii) the need to clarify the good governance mechanisms available 
and (iv) the scarcity of articles in the field. 

According to this analysis, which contribute to the existing literature providing a detailed 
guidance of effective mechanisms to increase good and ethical practices available, 
NPOs  need to enhance their good governance quality so as to obtain public confidence 
and convince society of the efficiently management of the funds and resources received. 
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Accountability demands in non-profit organizations (NPOs, hereinafter)1 have never 
been stronger (Bromley & Orchard, 2016; Dhanani & Connolly, 2015; Pape et al., 2020; 
Williams & Taylor, 2013).  The term “accountability” has become an inseparable issue 
with the non-profit sector (Othman & Ali, 2014) involving a variety of stakeholders 
(Gugerty, Sidel, & Bies, 2010; LeRoux & Wright, 2010). Among various aspects of the 
accountability, non-profit governance (Coule, 2015; Lee, 2016; Tacon, Walters, & 
Cornforth, 2017) and its practices (Lichtsteiner & Lutz, 2012) have been in the spotlight. 
It can be seen how “accountability” and “good governance” are closely related concepts 
(Dumont, 2013).  

To some extent,  the awakening of the study of non-profit governance is caused by 
several cases of fraud, management manipulation and highly-publicized scandals 
involving boards and executives (Archambeault & Webber, 2018; Lee, 2016; Lichtsteiner 
& Lutz, 2012) uncovered in recent years (LeClair, 2019). Although only a minority of 
NPOs seems to be involved in such scandals, the misconduct of a single NPO may 
cause substantial reputational damages for the whole sector (Hielscher, Winkin, Crack, 
& Pies, 2017). These facts may have a destructive impact because it makes donors 
being worried of whether their donated resources are being employed properly (Szper & 
Prakash, 2011).  Therefore, the biggest challenge facing NPOs today is to demonstrate 
that resources they receive are being used with the best quality standards and that they 
are fully allocated to the fulfilment of the mission. Concepts such as transparency, 
credibility, and good governance, have become key issues to gain the trust of society 
and stakeholders. 

These cases have attracted concern from both the community and public authorities, 
and lead to research on the good governance field (Lichtsteiner & Lutz, 2012) as a 
mechanism to prevent the occurrence of fraud cases, avoid corruption and reduce the 
managerial opportunism (Harris, Petrovits, & Yetman, 2017; López-Arceiz & Bellostas, 
2020; Lu, Huang, Deng, & Lu, 2020). A need for a framework that can assist 
professionals and researchers in the sector to obtain a deeper understanding of the good 
governance is needed and thus, there are several reasons that justify this Systematic 
Literature Review (SLR, hereinafter) (i) the importance of good governance among 
NPOs due to the occurrence of fraud cases and the funding and resources dependency 
of the sector; (ii) the absence of a single definition of good governance; (iii) the need to 
shed light on the good governance mechanisms available and finally (iv) the scarcity of 
articles in the field and the consequent gap regarding an uniform measurement tool to 
determine the level of good governance in the NPOs. These several reasons lead us to 
deep in the knowledge of this field of study that has been little researched. This is the 
objective of this review.  

For this reason, we intend to expand the understanding of good governance in NPOs 
by answering two research questions: “(1) what are the reasons that inspire NPOs to 
implement good governance mechanisms?” and “(2) what are the good governance 
mechanisms carried out by NPOs?” Therefore, we conducted a Systematic Literature 
Review (SLR, hereinafter) in the main non-profit journals, for the identification, selection, 

 
1 In this review the term Non-profit Organization (NPO) is used to refer to any organization that is part of 
the Non-Profit Sector. 
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and evaluation of the published research on the non-profit good governance. A set of 62 
articles has been analysed and synthesized.  

Through this methodology a new classification of the non-profit literature is offered 
by presenting three research lines and thirteen research sub-lines which can be used in 
further empirical research. Among the main results, avoiding cases of fraud and be 
accountable to stakeholders highlight as the most important reasons for implementing 
good governance mechanisms. In addition, a framework of governance is proposed to 
explain both internal and external mechanisms available to NPOs.  

As a general conclusion, NPOs need to enhance their good governance quality so 
that they can obtain public confidence and respect from society (Ni & Zhan, 2017). The 
survival of the NPOs will depend, on their ability to convince that decisions, processes, 
and all actions taken are carried out with the best levels of excellence.  

2. Theoretical background 
 

This subsection aims to clarify the concept of good governance in the non-profit 
context. To do so, it is necessary to overcome two additional concepts that are inherent 
in non-profit “good governance”: the terms “governance” and “self-regulation”.  

In the existing literature on NPOs the term "governance" is closely related to the 
boards of directors because it is associated with the exercise of authority, management, 
operation and control (Speckbacher, 2008; Stone & Ostrower, 2007). Besides, it can 
refer to operational guidelines for the interaction between board of directors and 
stakeholders (Gill, Flynn, & Reissing, 2005; Schnurbein, 2009). Even more recently, 
governance is understood as the decisions of board members (Tacon et al., 2017) and 
those policies and procedures that the board of directors carry out to achieve the success 
of a NPO (Harris, Tate, & Zimmerman, 2019) or the strategy’s effectiveness (Boesso, 
Cerbioni, Menini, & Parbonetti, 2015). Such broad notions of “governance” and its boards 
have been debated extensively in the non-profit literature, being, on the contrary the 
concept “good governance” nothing studied from the empirical point of view as we will 
notice next. Hence, within the field of non-profit research, governance has clearly been 
defined through the governing system comprises the board of directors(Stone & 
Ostrower, 2007). However, this approach is not unique to the governance definition. 
Effective governance is not only crucial to the soundness of a governing body, but also 
to its ability to achieve the organization's mission (WANGO, 2005). Thus, other aspect 
dominant in the non-profit literature, entails governance as a way to achieve the social 
mission by a set of conditions that should be fulfilled and practices that should be applied 
(Willems, Andersson, Jegers, & Renz, 2017) and it can be emphasized by previously 
adding the word "good" or even "best" practices (Wagner, 2014). 

Meanwhile, the concept “self-regulation” develops the sector’s ability to access, 
diversify, and attract external funding (AbouAssi, 2015) and thus, it serves to signal non-
profit credibility (Gugerty, 2010). Self-regulation is considered a learning exercise for 
NPOs because it helps shape the non-profit sector’s values and norms (AbouAssi, 2015). 
In short, it contributes to better NPOs’ accountability to different stakeholders and reflects 
on the reinforcement of legitimacy of the sector to play an active role in society 
(Argandoña, 2007; Ebrahim, 2003). 
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By these definitions, it is assumed that NPOs should adopt governance practices or 
self-regulation forms that aim to bring about good governance in the eyes of the society 
and in general, achieve desirable levels of accountability.  

3. Methodology 
 

This study adopted a SLR method. Appling this method is intended to synthesizes 
the content of a group of articles on a specific field of study providing scientific knowledge 
(Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). A major advantage to highlight in this method is that it leads 
to a structured and repeatable sequence of steps, which can be verified and replicated 
(Denyer & Tranfield, 2009; Tranfield, Denyer, & Smart, 2003). Thus, SLR helps 
researchers to synthesize the papers under review (Kraus, Breier, & Dasí-Rodríguez, 
2020). In this process, all the steps developed are explained. To identify the literature, 
this paper follows a specific protocol based on five steps (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009): (1) 
Formulation of the research questions; (2) Identification of the studies; (3) Selection and 
evaluation of relevant studies; (4) Analysis and synthesis; (5) Presentation of the results. 
Preliminary searches were done to determine that there is no literature review 
addressing this question. Next, each of the mentioned phases is described in greater 
detail.  
 
3.1. Phase 1. Formulation of the research questions 
 

The first phase in a SLR is to define the question(s) that the research has to answer. 
Therefore, the following Research Questions (RQs, hereinafter) have been determined 
for the purpose of this review:  

● RQ1. What are the main reasons that inspire NPOs to implement good 
governance mechanisms? 

● RQ2. What are the good governance mechanisms carried out by NPOs? 
 
3.2. Phase 2. Identification of the studies 
 

The second phase consists of identifying those studies that are relevant 
according to the above mentioned RQs. This step is essential because, if the selected 
literature is inadequate, inappropriate or irrelevant, the contribution of the following 
phases will be wrong (Sangwa & Sangwan, 2018). Two key aspects must be established 
and decided in advance at this phase: (a) the choice of search databases and, (b) the 
choice of search terms (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009; Tranfield et al., 2003). 

About the databases, Scopus and Web of Science (WoS) were used to conduct 
the literature analysis. These databases are considered the most widespread used for 
searching the literature on different scientific fields (Guz & Rushchitsky, 2009; Joshi, 
2016). Simultaneously, keyword selection was based on the terminology for designating 
an NPO, governance and self-regulation, previously identified in a brainstorming among 
the authors (see Table 1):  

Table 1. Search terms and search strings 

Search  
terms 

 Sector-related search terms: Nonprofit, Non Profit, Non-Profit, NPO, 
Third Sector, Third-Sector, NGO, Non-Governmental Organization, 
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Non Governmental Organization, TSO, Nongovernmental 
Organization 

 Self-Regulation 
 Governance 

Databa
se  

Web of  
Science 
search 
string 

TS = (("Nonprofit" OR "Non Profit" OR "Non-Profit" OR 
“NPO*” OR "Third Sector" OR “Third-Sector” OR "NGO" OR 
"Non-Governmental Organization" OR "Non Governmental 
Organization" OR "TSO" OR "Nongovernmental 
Organization") AND (“Self-Regulation” OR "Governance")) 

Scopus 
search 
string 

(TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( self-regulation  OR  governance ) )  AND  
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( {Nonprofit}  OR  {Non Profit}  OR  {Non-
Profit}  OR  {NPO*}  OR  {Third Sector}  OR  {Third-Sector}  
OR  {NGO}  OR  {Non-Governmental Organization}  OR  {Non 
Governmental Organization}  OR  {TSO}  OR  
{Nongovernmental Organization} ) )  

Source: Authors. 

A total of 6,026 papers have been identified in this second phase. Concretely, 2,729 
have been identified in WoS and 3,297 in Scopus.  

3.3. Phase 3. Selection and evaluation of relevant studies 
 

The purpose of the third phase is to establish the papers that will be finally analysed 
in the present literature review. For this purpose, we set criteria for both including and 
excluding the papers (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009). To do this, Phase 3 has been divided 
into two sub-phases for a more detailed process: “Phase 3A Selection of relevant 
studies” and “Phase 3B Evaluation of relevant studies”: 
 

Phase 3A Selection of relevant studies 
 

The search was limited to “articles” as a type of document written in English 
language published between 2005 and 2020, inclusive, whose titles, abstracts or 
keywords (TAK) met the search criteria (search performed on January 4, 2021). The year 
2005 has been selected as a start point due to the relevance of WANGO and its version 
of the “Code of Ethics and Conduct for NGO” (WANGO, 2005). A total of 4,467 
publications were selected. Only articles that were published in Non-profit Sector, Third 
Sector, Voluntary Sector or Ethics journals (2019 version) were accepted. The fact of 
limiting the journals to analyse to those that are specifically focused on the object of study 
is an exclusion criterion that has been previously applied in the on-profit field of research 
(See for example: Cornforth, 2012; Garkisch, Heidingsfelder, & Beckmann, 2017; Maier, 
Meyer, & Steinbereithner, 2016). In addition, articles must be published in journals with 
impact indexes, specifically Journal Citation Report (JCR). A selection of papers indexed 
in JCR journals ensure the quality of the selected works. At this stage, a total of 535 
publications were selected (280 in WoS and 255 in Scopus).  

Finally, duplicity items found in both databases were subsequently eliminated 
resulting in a set of 352 works. Therefore, articles identified in Scopus that had already 
been identified in WoS were properly removed (183 exclusions).  
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Phase 3B Evaluation of relevant studies 

 

The following sub-phase was to evaluate the articles. This enable us to exclude from 
the sample of the analysis those papers whose content is not related to the aim of our 
study. Firstly, titles, abstracts and keywords (TAK) were read to identify papers that were 
relevant according to the RQs previously detailed. This process results in 146 papers for 
a depth analysis to further verify eligibility, examining the theoretical framework, the main 
results, and the conclusions.  

3.4. Phase 4. Analysis and synthesis of the results 
 

The next phase 4 consists of analysing each of the selected articles by their complete 
reading. Through this series of steps, a final sample of 62 articles has been reached. 
The whole or part of the content of this articles match our focus and through its analysis 
it is expected to answer the research questions. Thus, these 62 articles must be included 
in our final sample. A database was designed and completed in a spreadsheet by authors 
containing the main purposes, and findings of each selected article. Complementary data 
such as the year of publication, title, author, journal, methodology, keywords, abstract 
and number of citations have been identified. In addition, the main research lines and 
sub-lines have been found. 

3.5 Phase 5. Presentation of the results.  
 

The last phase of the SLR consists of reporting the final results. In the process of 
grouping papers by research lines and sub-lines the results that are presented and 
discussed in detail in Section 4 were identified. 

  

4. Results  
 

Results are presented under the headings of “descriptive analysis” and “research line 
and sub-lines”.  

4.1. Descriptive analysis 

 
For a better understanding, the presentation of the results that emerged from the 

SLR are divided as follows: “journals”, “temporal distribution of the sample” and 
“distribution by research methods”. 

 

4.1.1. Journals 
 

Table 2 presents the number of papers in each journal during the period 2005–2020. 
As can be observed, slightly less than half of the selected articles were published in 
“Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly” (41.94%), followed by “VOLUNTAS” 
(27.42%) and “Nonprofit Management & Leadership” (22.58%) with a similar number of 
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publications. In the last position, “Journal of Business Ethics” represents the 8.06% of 
the final sample. 

Table 2 Number of articles per journal 

Journal Number of 
Articles  

per Journal (No.) 

Percentage of 
Articles per 
Journal (%) 

Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 
Quaterly 

26 41.94 % 

VOLUNTAS: International Journal of 
Voluntary and Nonprofit 

Organizations 

17 27.42 % 

Nonprofit Management & Leadership 14 22.58 % 
Journal of Business Ethics 5 8.06 % 

Total 62 100 % 
Source: Authors. 

4.1.2. Temporal distribution of the sample 
 

Figure 1 shows the number of articles per year during 2005–2020. Two conclusions 
can be drawn: On the one hand, during the first five years (from 2005 to 2009) stability 
predominates in the trend of publications. However, from 2010, a growing trend prevails, 
peaking in 2012. Subsequently, in 2013 it presented a strong relapse. On the other hand, 
more than half of the articles that make up our final sample (36 of 62) are included in 
2010, 2012, 2016, 2017 and 2020.  

Figure 1 Sample selection period 

 

Source: Authors. 

4.1.3. Distribution by research method  
 

The distribution of the articles according to the research method is detailed in Table 
3. The Table shows that the field of good governance in the non-profit sector has been 
widely analysed from the empirical point of view (52 up to 62 articles, 83.87%). The 
remaining 16.13% articles proposed theoretical methods that deal with conceptual 
approaches. 
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Table 3 Number of publications by research method. (*) Note: the same article can 
be included in more than one empirical research methodology.                              

Research 
Method  No. %     

Theoretical 10 16.13 % 
    
    

      
Empirical Research 

Methodology        No. 

Empirical (*) 52 83.87% 

Regression 
analysis          22 

Statistical tests          11 
Multivariate 
analysis          10 

Case study          9 
Qualitative 
research          8 

Descriptive 
analysis          6 

Bivariate 
analysis          3 

Other         4 
Total 62 100            73 

Source: Authors 

4.2. Research lines and sub-lines  
 

As the next step, the 62 articles resulting from the SLR were classified and analysed 
in detail into three research lines (L), as well as their respective sub-lines (SL). The 
analysis and evaluation of these papers has enabled a new classification of the literature 
based on three non-profit good governance research lines:  

 L1: detail of the main reasons that inspire NPOs to implement good 
governance mechanisms. 

 L2: list of those practices that a NPO can propose and implement from within 
the organization at its own discretion: internal mechanisms.  

 L3: list of those practices or initiatives that are proposed by third entities and 
that the NPO can decide to implement itself or participate in it: external 
mechanisms. 

It should be noted that the same article can be included in more than one research 
line or research sub-line.  

The following subsections analyse in detail each of the three research lines and their 
respective sub-lines.  

4.2.1. RQ1. What are the main reasons that inspire NPOs to implement good governance 
mechanisms? 
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To respond to RQ1, four reasons can be stated: to avoid fraud, to be accountable to 
stakeholders´, to face the growth of the sector and, to increase the public trust. 

Firstly, in relation to avoid fraud, deeper reasons are exposed regarding the existing 
literature: non-profit governance is a key tool for reducing the likelihood of incurring in 
corruption cases (de Andrés-Alonso, Cruz, & Romero-Merino, 2006; López-Arceiz & 
Bellostas, 2020) and it is negatively associated with its occurrence (Harris et al., 2017). 
Authors findings suggest by employing governance policies, procedures, internal 
controls (Archambeault & Webber, 2018; Nezhina & Brudney, 2012) or designing tactical 
and strategic governance and management practices (Willems, 2016), NPOs can reduce 
not only the risk of fraud, but also the impact of frauds that may occur and to effectively 
anticipate, buffer, and absorb threats. 

The second reason found in the literature is the growing pressure to demonstrate 
accountability by NPOs (Gugerty et al., 2010; Morrison & Salipante, 2007; Rodríguez, 
Pérez, & Godoy, 2012) in order to enhance credibility and effectiveness (Weidenbaum, 
2009). Besides, involve the variety of stakeholders in the governance (Tacon et al., 2017; 
Xu & Liu, 2016) have important implications by producing particular forms and processes 
of accountability (Coule, 2015) . 

Thirdly, Lee (2016) understands that several factors have contributed to the growing 
pressure to adopt good governance mechanisms, proposing first, the growth of the 
sector. This growth represents the consequent greater visibility given the large number 
of services provided by NPOs worldwide (Gugerty et al., 2010) as well as the expansion 
in the number and role of NPOs (AbouAssi, 2015).  

Fourthly, authors highlight that increasing public trust is another reason for 
implementing good governance mechanisms (Bromley & Orchard, 2016). Public trust is 
a means or condition to access to funding and resources by NPOs (Sidel, 2010), being 
considered as a key issue the relationship between NPOs and both its donors and the 
State (Bies, 2010).  

Concluding, there is more than one reason that inspires an NPO to implement good 
governance mechanisms, as several studies have shown. Below, it is presented in an 
ordered manner the different reasons found in the literature: First, it seems important to 
encourage NPOs to place more emphasis on the good governance mechanisms in order 
to prevent fraud cases (52.94%; 9 out of 17) followed by the need to be accountable to 
its stakeholders (41.18%; 7 out of 17). Lastly, good governance mechanism are 
necessary to face the growth of the non-profit sector (29.41%; 5 out of 17%) and to 
increase the public trust (17.65%; 3 out of 17). The rest of the articles that the sample 
contains are analysed below. 

4.2.2. RQ2. What are the good governance mechanisms carried out by NPOs? 
 
Good governance promote the establishment of internal as well as external 

mechanisms (Ebrahim, 2003; Gazley & Nicholson-Crotty, 2018; Williams & Taylor, 
2013). To answer the RQ2, the next sub-section is divided into internal and external 
mechanisms. In this article, internal mechanisms are understood as those practices that 
a NPO can propose and implement from within the organization at its own discretion.  
On the other hand, external mechanisms are those practices or initiatives that are 
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proposed by third entities and that the NPO can decide to implement itself or participate 
in it.  

 
 Internal Mechanisms 

 

More than half of the articles that make up the final sample are represented in this 
research line (L2). In particular, the 51.62% (32/62) of the articles. To classify this 
research line that deals with good governance internal mechanisms, it is divided into four 
research sub-lines: (1) Internal structures and procedures, (2) Board performance, (3) 
Stakeholders representation and (4) Self-assessment. In turn, some of these research 
sub-lines can be divided into different topics for a more detailed analysis. 

The research sub-line 5 refers to “Internal structures and procedures” through which 
a NPO formalizes and documents its own rules, its way of working, how it carries out its 
decision-making and its responsibilities. The 17.74% (11/62) of the articles in the sample 
show how internal mechanism of good governance can be developed through four 
different topics: “formal policies”, “governance structures”, “internal systems” and “web-
based practices”. 

Existing studies (27.27%; 3 out of 11) tend to focus on how NPOs could benefit 
from implementing “formal policies” because they are used to avoid fraud and to prevent 
future misconduct (Archambeault & Webber, 2018; Bromley & Orchard, 2016). In 
addition, having policies for good governance can help a NPO gain and maintain 
stakeholders’ trust, support and contribution (Lee, 2016).  

NPOs rely on their “governance structures” to pursue crucial missions (Tran, 2020) 
and the 36.36 % of the articles (4/62) deals with it.  Research show how NPOs should 
voluntarily enhance or reform its governance structure (Tran, 2020; Weidenbaum, 2009). 
Furthermore, authors argue how research has examined the governance structures of 
NPOs detecting different patterns (Schnurbein, 2009) and ignoring complex governance 
structures that many organizations have evolved (Cornforth, 2012). 

The 18.18% of the articles (2/11) focus on the “internal systems”. For example, the 
adoption of a performance measurement system (PMS) to improves level of 
effectiveness in strategic decision making (LeRoux & Wright, 2010) or an internal control 
system (ICS) which can promote accountability and transparency, and thus attract more 
donors (Othman & Ali, 2014).  

Finally, with the same weight (2/11), the 18.18% of the articles contained "Web-
Based practices". The Internet is considered a strategic communication tool (Rodríguez 
et al., 2012) as well as an internal mechanism that is helping to create a framework for 
a more accountable, inclusive and transparent organizational practices (Saxton & Guo, 
2011).  

The next research sub-line 6 refers to “Board performance” as the interpersonal 
dynamics between the leaders and the rest of the people that belong to an NPO and 
comprises the 16.13% (10/62) of the articles that conform the final sample. It is divided 
into two topics: “board diversity” and “board relationships”. 
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Starting with the 40% of the articles on “board diversity” (4/10), they have focused 
on the study of the influence of age, gender, and racial or ethnic diversity of the non-
profit board practices (Buse, Bernstein, & Bilimoria, 2016; Fredette & Bernstein, 2019; 
Fredette, Bradshaw, & Krause, 2016). These studies examine how a strategy to balance 
a board's diversity may serve many NPOs and it has benefits derived from formally 
embedding its inclusion in the work plans and practices (Dula, Nicholson-Crotty, & 
Gazley, 2020; Fredette et al., 2016).  

The remaining 60% of the articles (6/10) framed within non-profit “board 
relationships” are presented below. Research explores different relationships between 
the non-profit board and: the chair leadership, meeting practices and group dynamics 
(Van Puyvelde, Brown, Walker, & Tenuta, 2018); the chief executive officers (CEOs) 
(Buse et al., 2016); the executive director (Jäger & Rehli, 2012) and; the staff (Reid & 
Turbide, 2012). Besides, a theoretical framework to understand relationships among 
individuals involved in the governance processes of NPOs (Willems et al., 2017) or a 
model to illustrate the relationship of balance between leadership and management for 
boards when NPOs face different crisis stages (McMullin & Raggo, 2020) are developed 
among this research sub-line. 

 Research sub-line 7 (9.68%; 6 out of 62) “Stakeholder´s representation” contains 
aspects related to how the different external groups of interest are involved in the NPO's 
decision processes and how are represented its interest. 

A new aspect of stakeholder analysis should allowed the NPO to appropriately 
representing them by complementing the traditional non-profit practices (Schubert & 
Willems, 2020). For example, by proposing the designation of the board members to 
ensure a power balance (Leardini, Rossi, Moggi, & Zardini, 2017; Rehli & Jäger, 2011) 
or by institutional donor representation on governing boards (de Andrés-Alonso et al., 
2006). A system of stakeholder governance would have to find the right balance and 
selection of stakeholder representation to best serve the mission as they provide 
valuable resources (Speckbacher, 2008; Young, 2011). 
 

The final classification of articles on internal mechanisms is concluded by developing 
the research sub-line 8 (8.06%; 5 out of 62).  

"Self-assessment" (also named as "self-evaluation") can be defined as a continued 
improvement tool to help organizations consider what governance practices might be 
changed. It is used as a standard procedure in for-profit organizations, most recently 
implemented by NPOs. This can be taken as a sign that non-profit professionalism is 
based on standards derived from experience acquired by the private sector (Lichtsteiner 
& Lutz, 2012). As a result, it has become an important education and self-evaluation tool 
to deliver better governance and demonstrate that NPOs are discharging their 
responsibilities effectively (Gazley & Nicholson-Crotty, 2018; Nicholson, Newton, & 
McGregor-Lowndes, 2012) 

In this review we highlighted as self-assessment mechanisms, the "Online Board 
Performance Self-Assessment Application" (Board Check-Up) (Harrison & Murray, 2015) 
and the “Governance Self-Assessment Checklist” (GSAC) (Gill et al., 2005) designed to 
identify strengths and weaknesses in the NPO good governance practices.  
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Once the analysis of the internal mechanisms has been concluded, we analyse the 
revised articles that contain aspects related to external mechanisms of good governance. 
 

 External Mechanism 
 

The 43.55% (27/62) of the articles included in research line 3 (L3), reveal good 
governance external mechanisms. With regard to external mechanisms, it is understand 
as those practices or initiatives that are proposed by third organizations and that the 
NPO can decide to implement in the organization itself or participate in it. This research 
line exposes a series of external good governance mechanisms that have been found 
through the previous literature analysis which are divided into different research sub-
lines (SL): “certification programs” (25.93%; 7/27), “codes and principles” (48.15%; 
13/27), “voluntary programs clubs” (7.41%; 2/27), “watchdog ratings or rating reports” 
(18.52%; 5/27), and “Other external mechanisms” (22.22%; 6/27). Each mechanism is 
detailed below. 

"Certifications programmes" or "standard programs" aim to verify the degree of 
compliance with a set of principles, norms and procedures and certifies if the NPO 
complies with these good governance requirements (Burger, 2012; Sidel, 2010). This is 
a mechanism that is implemented with the objective to demonstrate the commitment to 
operate at the highest levels of transparency, accountability (Phillips, 2012, 2013; 
Tremblay-Boire & Prakash, 2017) and responsible practices (Burger, 2012; Gugerty, 
2010). Hence, the better the results, the stronger the image of trustworthiness the NPO 
has (Rosés, Robledo, & Mayayo, 2014). Within this type of external mechanism we can 
observe different modalities such as "recognition passports" for monitoring fundraising 
by NPOs or a "seal" regarding ethics, corporate governance, efficient use of funds, fair 
accounting and transparency among other standards (Bies, 2010). 

The adoption of "codes" are very common mechanisms based on recommendations 
for its establishment and management in NPOs (Cabedo, Fuertes-Fuertes, Maset-
LLaudes, & Tirado-Beltrán, 2018; Fuertes-Fuertes & Maset-Llaudes, 2007; Hielscher et 
al., 2017; Jäger & Rehli, 2012; Lichtsteiner & Lutz, 2012) and they are routinely depicted 
as a way to improve accountability among NPOs (Gugerty & Prakash, 2010). A code 
aims is to establish core values for guiding the conduct of NPOs (Gugerty, 2010) or ethics 
guidelines to address the growing concern of donations (Bies, 2010). The content of a 
code can be composed of "principles of good practice" based on a clear ethical 
framework for providing the most significant assurance that NPOs meet certain 
standards of quality in their governance (Bromley & Orchard, 2016; Harris et al., 2017; 
Sidel, 2010). Besides, it can be based on a "set of indicators" to help NPOs to enhance 
their own credibility and to analyse the level of good governance (Cabedo et al., 2018; 
López-Arceiz & Bellostas, 2020; Rodríguez et al., 2012). In addition, "professional 
practices" to promote professionalism (Sidel, 2010) and "fundraising practices" for 
detailing the complaints received about the resources obtained (Sargeant, Hudson, & 
Wilson, 2012) are observed.  

Belonged to a “voluntary program club” can generate a signal of trust by also 
developing certification or accreditation mechanisms and adopting rules and standards 
for accountability, transparency, and good governance by the NPO voluntary 
membership (Gugerty, 2010; Tremblay-Boire & Prakash, 2017).  
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Non-profit donors face to difficulties in accessing and interpreting information about 
how NPOs are employing resources. “Watchdog ratings” make this information on fund 
use available to donors in an specific format (Szper & Prakash, 2011). This mechanism 
seeks to foster accountability by increasing public scrutiny of NPOs, allowing donors to 
differentiate the bad ones from the good ones (Bies, 2010; Saxton & Neely, 2019; Szper 
& Prakash, 2011). "Rating reports” or “rating systems” include information on 
governance, management, financial performance, and operations (Beisland, Ndaki, & 
Mersland, 2019) and they help donors in its decisions-making (Saxton & Neely, 2019; 
Szper & Prakash, 2011; Tremblay-Boire & Prakash, 2017).  

Among other external mechanisms, the adoption of "laws", even if they are nor 
mandatory for NPO, for example the Sarbanes-Oxley Act (Nezhina & Brudney, 2010, 
2012) or the “survey index” to gather transparent information on board composition, 
policies, practices, and performance or resource allocation (Buse et al., 2016; Gazley & 
Nicholson-Crotty, 2018; Lu et al., 2020) can be incorporated into this classification. 
Finally, “Independent auditors” or specialist auditors serve as complements in the overall 
governance system of NPOs (Harris et al., 2019). 

 

5. Conclusions  
 
The non-profit sector currently evidenced the need to enhance their good 

governance quality so that NPOs can obtain public confidence and convince society that 
they efficiently manage the funds and resources they receive. The requirement for high 
levels of good governance in NPOs is motivated by the fraudulent practices of various 
NPOs that have caused damage and destructive impact throughout the sector, as donors 
worry about whether donated resources are being correctly used. In this sense, the 
concept of “good governance” becomes a matter of vital importance as NPOs are obliged 
to develop mechanisms that allow their stakeholders to assess the destination of 
resources. 

Good governance is necessary to achieve the public trust which allows for the 
continuity of whole sector. Precisely because NPOs receive significant resources for 
important social projects, they are expected to adhere to the rules of ethics and honesty 
and they strive to implement good governance mechanisms in order to cultivate their 
image and reputation, because it affects their legitimacy and, therefore, their survival as 
a sector. Thus, good governance mechanisms will allow NPOs to be accountable and 
strengthen their credibility levels in the face of the variety and heterogeneous list of 
actors from whom they receive funds, resources and support, thereby strengthening the 
non-profit sector. 

In summary, this SLR shows that a framework needs to be done to understand non-
profit good governance. The analysis and evaluation of these papers has enabled a new 
classification of the literature that identifies three research lines based on non-profit good 
governance. As the main reason that inspire NPOs to implement good governance 
mechanism is “to avoid fraud”. To achieve this objective, NPOs have developed a wide 
variety of internal mechanisms and a large group of initiatives from third parties that, 
supported by the need to show the good governance levels, have been consolidated as 
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a relevant instrument, supported by the need to show the good governance mechanisms 
followed by the NPOs, have been consolidated as a relevant instrument. 

In conclusion, we contribute from a theoretical point of view to the existing literature, 
providing a detailed guidance of effective mechanisms to increase good and ethical 
practices available for the whole sector. We believe this framework increases our 
understanding of existing research on non-profit good governance and helps to design 
future research directions.  For practitioners, this SLR is very useful as it offers in detail 
each of the different internal and external mechanisms that can serve as guidance for 
the management of NPOs, seeking to achieve desirable levels of good governance. 

As limitations of this work, this SLR is built on the search of JCR journals. We are 
aware of the amount of works published by other journals that could complement and 
enrich this study. 
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