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Introduction

Questions of accountability have become importadtdifficult ones in recent years for
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) working mmdlevelopment field. The rise of
development NGOs during the late 1980s generatesiderable expectations regarding their
performance strengths and political contributidng,this was accompanied by growing doubts
about their ability to maintain appropriate anceefive levels of accountability to a wide range
of ‘stakeholders’ including users, funders, staifl @overnment (Edwards and Hulme, 1995).
While this accountability critique was initially éased on the section of the NGO community
rooted in industrialised countries — often knowriN@rthern NGOs’ — there is a growing
recognition that a similar set of structural anidtienal accountability issues are also faced by
NGOs with their roots in developing country congext

This chapter reflects on a recent study by theawdhresearch and advocacy work
undertaken by a large Bangladeshi NGO, referrdgete by a pseudonym, Association for
Credit and Empowerment (ACE). The study is congidén the light of issues of accountability
and the chapter discusses the complex accounygiibblems which face even a relatively
successful Southern NGOThe broader contribution of this chapter to thalgtof ‘global
accountabilities’ lies in its exploration of thelttmal embeddedness of accountability systems.
To truly understand the effects of accountabilityowganizations, it is useful to examine them in
context: within configurations of power and sodredtitutions. Accountability may be a global
phenomenon, promoted worldwide by donors in terfmeanagerial requirements and systems,
but its manifestations, effects, and tensions playlocally.

Development NGOs are a highly diverse family ofamigations and there has been
considerable effort expended in the research titezaon the different ways in which NGOs can
be categorised and labelled. It would be both uessary and probably unproductive to attempt
to summarise such wide-ranging debates here. Aiusiefiple definition of such NGOs is that
they are * ... self-governing, private, not-for-fr@rganisations that are geared to improving the
quality of life for disadvantaged people’ (VakiR47: p. 2060). However, the term NGO is in

! The anthropological convention of using a pseudohgsibeen maintained in this paper in order to ealte
formal identities of persons involved in the isstgsorted here. There are increasing political ifgities apparent
in the relations between some development NGOghendovernment formed by the Bangladesh Nation@hsty
(BNP) since the 2001 elections



many ways an unhelpful one for analytical purpoteacludes a great many different types of
organisations, from small local groups operatingdargely voluntary and informal basis, to
large private development agencies with multi-raiilidollar budgets and many thousands of
paid, professional staff. It may include some orgations which far from being relatively
independent are in fact very close to the statbeprivate sector. There are other organisations
which call themselves NGOs which have a ‘bogustati@r, simply finding the NGO label a
convenient one to further their political or economoals or as a means of claiming
entitlements. In spite of such complexity, theravidespread agreement that there has been a
rapid growth in the numbers and profile of NGOshe past decade, both in the industrialised
‘North’, where NGOs are concerned with poverty andial justice at home and abroad, and in
the aid-recipient countries of ‘the South’, wher@®s old and new have been identified as
potenti2a| ‘partners’ by governments and internaland agencies (Salamon, 1994; Smillie,
1995).

Alongside structural problems of accountabilitydddy NGOs in their relations with a
wide range of stakeholders, there are also isshehweed to be considered in relation to new
thinking on the challenges of development workifitsed in relation to the overall context in
which an NGO operates. For example, the need tddital and global agendas and
constituencies within development work appearsetaniaking accountability pressures for most
NGOs grow increasingly more complex. As a reshitré may be a ‘trend towards more diverse
and seemingly unconnected voices making requestsroands of the nonprofit organisation to
be accountable for different things’ (Fry, 19951p1). At the same time, higher levels of
diversity within and between NGOs brings new chragks in terms of integrating values and
managing responsibilities between NGO staff, uaatsfunders. In their study of South Asian
NGOs, Smillie and Hailey (2001) identify ‘the infloce of context and culture’ and ‘balancing
formality and informality’ as key characteristidssniccessful NGOs. This chapter concludes that
such problems are not simply managerial or tecthoites as is frequently claimed, but instead
will require analysis within a broader contextual framework tlonking about accountability
which takes into account an organisation’s positathin wider fields of power and social
networks

This chapter focuses on a development NGO in Baeglawhich displays a complex set
of accountability problems, both in relation to tperation of its formal organisational
structures and systems, and as a consequencearhtieldedness of these systems in the wider
society and institutions which surround the orgatiis. The NGO sector in Bangladesh has
received considerable academic and donor atteimicetent years, but there has been a stronger
focus on formal accountability issues than on taeire of its embeddedness. Wider civil society
in Bangladesh is strongly influenced by verticatrpa-client relationships which characterise
wider social structures which also help to struet@lationships between people within and
between organisations (Wood, 1997; Lewis, 2003jhMWimany development agencies, gender
inequalities too are subtly reproduced, as in cedese wider attitudes inform the construction

2 The rise of NGOs has been driven by a range tbfa@nd these have been summarised elsewhere (Hmde
Pearce, 2002; Lewis, 2002). During the past decade, NGOs have become established organisatatals
within development policy and practice, but moriéaal questions are now being asked of their antahility and
their performance (Edwards and Hulme 1995; Lewds \Afallace 2000).



and labelling of ‘gendered’ programmes and acgsitiFor example, it has been common in
programmatic development discourse in Bangladesistmmguish unhelpfully between men’s
‘employment’ projects and women'’s ‘income geneigtiativities’ (Kabeer, 2000).

The Analysis of NGO Accountability

Accountability is an issue which has been widelgated and theorised within the social
sciences, well before the current period of heigidkinterest in accountability in relation to
development NGOs. Within the wider tradition ofrtking on accountability, it is possible to
discern two central theoretical strands withindhalysis of accountability. The first approach,
following mainly from Weber’s analysis of bureauaastructures, has theorised accountability
primarily in terms of rule-bound responses by orgaions and individuals who must report to
recognised authorities such as government ageacesnor organisations in order to ensure that
the resources they receive are used properly atdhé work they undertake is done effectively.
The role of sanctions in order to maintain propmoantability is heavily emphasised in these
types of accounts.

From an institutional perspective, accountabilgyften conceptualised as a ‘principal-
agent’ relationship in an agency such as a donatracts with an NGO in order to provide a
specified service (see Brown in this volume, anetBd993). Such an arrangement requires that
a set of checks and balances are put in placek-asimechanisms for reporting, monitoring and
evaluation — which can ensure that an NGO prouidese services in a trustworthy manner and
that the service is provided properly in terms adteeffectiveness, quality and targeting. This
form of thinking also lies behind the ‘audit cukupf much of the ‘new managerialism’ which
has become a common feature of public life fromaideindustry to higher education. O’Neill
(2002) has reviewed the growth of what is oftercpeed to be a burdensome regime of
inspection and target setting which, it is arguexyimave actually undermined levels of
professionalism and trust within the health andcation sectors in the UK. There has also been
considerable concern around these themes withtrsBacademia, where the raise of audit
culture has been analysed in neo-Foucauldian tasmpsrt of a shift to neo-liberal forms of
governance which depends in large part on theafaledividual agency in which ‘individuals, as
active agents, are co-opted into regimes of poy@&rore and Wright, 2001: p. 760).

A second strand of thinking takes a more open-entad characterised by a
Durkheimian perspective of the integrative role®fanisations. This view of accountability
takes as its starting point the idea that orgaioisatare socially constructed entities. In thiswie
accountability can be understood as the maintenaihaeganisational integrity through
dialogues among and between different stake-holdsush as staff, clients, governors, funders -
which seek to enhance effectiveness of an NGChisnview, accountability processes form part
of the ways in which organisations as socially tautted entities seek to construct shared
systems of meanings and practices. Rather thangsaecountability issues as issues which are
raised when things go wrong, accountability iseéastviewed as a process which can be
understood as part of the daily organisationaldifan NGO (Fry, 1995). As well as
emphasising the importance of issues such as a#@mal learning, this view also stresses the



ethical dimension of organisational accountabilitys not simply as a set of controls to be
imposed upon an organisation from the outsidejdatset of ‘felt responsibilities’ derived from
within an organisation’s values, mission and ca@tdrhis approach is also close to Biggs and
Neame’s (1995) thinking on NGO accountability whicbws the negotiations which follow

from such felt responsibilities as unique oppotiesifor the more successful NGOs to learn and
innovate.

As noted in the introductory chapter to this volumest writers on NGO accountability
draw attention to the fact that it takes on a campinultidirectional character. For example,
Najam (1996) demonstrates the ways in which an N&=Imultaneously accountable to its
patronssuch as donors, whose concerns are usually campadwhether funds are used for
designated purposes;tbentssuch as its users in the community, who are comcewith
ensuring that the NGO acts in their interests Hawe no clear means of ensuring this or the
government, which may contract an NGO to carryaopérticular task; and finally itself, in
the sense that each NGO has a vision which it deekstualise, and staff for whom it is
responsible. Najam (1996: p. 351) argues thabalbften NGOs “... tend to focus principally
on their responsibility to their patrons, very ofia the cost of their responsibility to their olig
and to their own goals and vision”.

The result is that for many NGOs accountability banome skewed and unbalanced.
One result of this unbalanced accountability isghenomenon of unplanned growth, where a
‘successful’ small-scale NGO evolves into a latgerarchical organisation with many of the
bureaucratic problems associated with traditiomalegnment agencies - such as a slowness to
respond to problems, loss of contact with a cempai of the community, or the disappearance
of a flexibility which made it possible to learrofn experience. Another consequence is the
problem of goal displacement, when for example @ONIrifts away from its original emphasis
on education work towards credit delivery, duehte availability of donor funds for this purpose
rather than from any special competence.

In the Bangladesh context, many development NG@s Hafted from quite radical
roots in the transformational implications of adpesf Paolo Freire’s conscientisation theory, for
example, towards the credit and service delivepr@gch in part as a result of the greater
availability of donor funds for such activities (kis, 1997). The rise of contracting
arrangements between NGOs and bilateral and nmatledonors has fuelled concerns that
wider NGO roles may be changing. For example, N@@yg be increasingly co-opted by states
and donors into fulfilling the larger geo-politicajectives of ‘containing disorder’ in parts of
the post-Cold War world, rather than respondingngrily to humanitarian needs and poverty
(Fowler, 1995). Another important accountabilitpplem has therefore traditionally concerned
the unequal relationships which obtain within tail ‘industry’ between donors, Northern NGOs
and Southern NGOs. Many Northern NGOs have movey dmem the direct implementation of
projects in developing countries towards a ‘paghgr approach’ with Southern NGOs, part of
which includes efforts to undertake ‘capacity bimtgd work with local organisational partners in
order to build greater levels of effectiveness selftreliance, but the precise nature and terms of
such partnerships often remain unclear (Lewis, 1998



Since accountability for NGOs can be understoodadves a combination of both
internal and external factors (Ebrahim, 2003) ttlesar that both of the above approaches to
accountability will be relevant to both the anatyand practice of NGO accountability. It is also
the case that accountability has important implice for the performance of NGOs, which has
come under closer scrutiny in recent years. Afterinitial ‘discovery’ of NGOs as development
actors in the 1980s, hard evidence of effectivégperance has proved elusive. Earlier
assumptions made about the comparative advantag&s@s over other kinds of organisation
in poverty reduction work have been challenged.lgvhiere are many effective NGOs to be
found, there are also many which lack basic managécompetencies and operate without a
clear focus, or which exist for non-developmengalsons, such as building political patronage,
or accumulating resources for leaders or staffrd@laee also questions about the management
capacity of NGOs which may be motivated by ambgiobjectives but which are in practice
hindered by confused vision, weak administrativitesys and domineering leadership.

Association for Credit and Empower ment

Bangladesh’s NGO sector has become an increassiggiificant and well-documented
feature of the country’s social and economic lifemerged primarily in the wake of the
independence struggle in 1971, as part of thetsffdrboth local and international individuals
and organisations to establish reconstruction aveny reduction efforts within the new state
(Lewis, 1997). Bangladesh’s organisations are camably varied in terms of their size and
scope and some organisations such as the Grame&rhBee specialised in micro-finance
service provision, while others such as the BareghdRural Advancement Committee (BRAC)
offer a wide range of different services - in amhitto credit - in support of education, health and
agriculture. Alongside service provision, therenireasing interest in advocacy work among
some NGOs, and this case study focuses on an eggiam which has been seeking for the past
half decade or so to institutionalise its advodaeyction within a special unit within the NGO.

The Association for Credit and Empowerment is onthe dozen or so large
development NGOs which have now become well-eslaéi organisational actors on the
Bangladesh development scene. ACE has been atioethe mid-1970s and has steadily
grown so that it now has field offices around motkhe country. ACE’s general approach has
been to form a network of small groups of landlesal and urban poor across the country in
order to build economic self-reliance through thevgsion of credit services and raising
awareness for action on social justice issueskdmhany NGOs in Bangladesh which have
moved towards becoming micro-finance institutiond keft behind earlier radical roots, ACE
has tried hard to retain an ‘activist’ edge alodgsis range of service delivery programmes.
ACE’s own accountability, at least in formal ternssrelatively clear: it is registered with the
government, which must approve its receipt of fgmdunds; it has established a donor
consortium with which it agrees financial policydasystems; and it has begun the federation of
its large network of grassroots groups which iggiesd to strengthen its accountability to users.

3 For example, an evaluation of Danish NGOs in Badesh, Nicaragua and Tanzania presented findimgs th
highlight a range of accountability problems (Ogkl£999). In a comparison of four local NGOs in Boésia,
Edwards (1999) suggests that the most effectiveldpment NGOs were characterised by independanttitty,
clear goals, personal qualities of commitment ansiaff and volunteers and a close working relatignbuilt up
with clients over a long period of time.



While ACE had effectively expanded its grassroatsvdies steadily, a point was
reached in the early 1990s where its leaders bégaking in more ambitious terms. A new
strategy was devised to help move it more fullgp itite policy influencing sphere and ACE’s
Centre for Advocacy and Research (CAR) was estadadisn 1994. The main aim was to build a
semi-autonomous institute which would conduct regean policy issues for advocacy, conduct
media campaigning and undertake training with aewrdnge of ‘civil society’ organisations and
issues in order to link more fully with social mowvents and citizen activism. CAR was therefore
conceived as a response to a perceived need tockataicro-level interventions with efforts to
challenge macro-level policy constraints on povegtyuction. CAR undertakes three main types
of activities in its three units. Firstly, it deegls advocacy campaigns on a range of issues such
as land rights and the abuse of the banned chepestitides and lobbies for change. Secondly,
CAR undertakes training work to build the capacityhe local and regional NGO sector to
undertake advocacy work, basing the workshopsingdsACE’s own experience. Thirdly, CAR
undertakes research in support of its campaignioixk wAs well as commissioning research from
local specialists, it has also established in Dde’ research capacity with a team of young local
researchers.

The establishment of CAR was an organisationalaesp to a process of strategic
reflection in the early 1990s on the implicatiofACE’s growth, learning and experience since
it began its work back in the 1970s. At the heaths discussion was a growing recognition of
the importance of the need to improve organisatioapacity in support of policy advocacy,
training and research work. A new set of questltats emerged as a result of the NGO’s
growing development intervention experience ancctfanging political context in which ACE
was operating. In particular, it was felt that AG&eded to build on its grassroots work in order
to communicate its work and ideas more widely withicy makers and influence wider
institutions and structures. What were the impidses for ACE’s work of the changing
institutional landscape in Bangladesh, which sHiftem a military dictatorship to a
parliamentary democracy in 1991? How could ACE made of the new democratic institutions
which may offer potential opportunities for ‘scainp’ through policy influence? Was it
possible for ACE to counter ‘in house’ the poorikalality of relevant, critical, high quality
research and policy information accessible to dgweaknt organisations?

Research into CAR'’s first five years of operationrid significant achievements in the
campaigning and advocacy fields, particularly gsoaeering effort in Bangladesh which had
contributed to a new emphasis on NGO advocacy workg the 1990s in the NGO secfokt
the same time, the study also highlighted a nurobkey organisational problems which were
undermining CAR’s performance, many of which has@ts in accountability issues (Lewis and
Madon, 2003). First was the finding that there weeaknesses in the ways in which advocacy
and research agendas were being managed. A ensigisade of CAR’s work was that, despite
ACE'’s network of more than 100,000 grassroots gsagoss the country, much of the
advocacy agenda was driven from the top - from dppdies identified by the senior Dhaka-

* Research within CAR was undertaken by the authqaat of a review organised by ACE as an outcohtleeo
mid-term evaluation carried out by its four-dononding consortium. Fieldwork was carried out duriwg 14 days
trips to Bangladesh in early 2001, and includedisstrmctured interviews with a range of internatiaxternal
CAR stakeholders (staff, group members, governnvader civil society).



based leadership and the Director of the organisati particular. While it was seen as
important to try to influence policy through maimiag good personal contacts with powerful
key figures in the government ‘at the centre’, &pointed out by some informants that
opportunities to build a more participatory apptoaere being missed. Some field staff and
group members also felt that what CAR was doinglitthel direct relevance to the day to day
struggles of ordinary people. Other activists al@d¢ pointed out that the great potential
strength of ACE as an organisation - as oppossdal urban policy think-tanks which
undertake campaigning work - was to root its cagwuag more directly to the needs and
concerns of its beneficiaries. This was not jusisane of effectiveness but also of
accountability, since ACE as an organisation ismitted to responding to the needs of the
poorest in society and assisting them with thdores to organise and act.

The second area of weakness concerned organiddganang, which was restricted by
the absence of an effective information system witiich to judge the impact of CAR’s
advocacy work (Lewis and Madon, 2003). What ternddaappen was that campaigns or training
workshops were undertaken and considered to h#ver enet with ‘success’ - such as a change
in the implementation of the law - or with ‘failureno perceivable impact - and then were
gradually replaced with new activities as othemgsgeconcerns or opportunities presented
themselves. This pragmatic approach was certaieyble and responsive, but CAR lacked the
tools with which to draw conclusions from theseangnces and distil lessons which could be
used to improve its programmes. The fact that there considerable activity evident overall
was taken as proof that CAR was operating effelgtive

During the review process, more detailed discussi@iped to build a framework
through which the impact of advocacy work couldabsessed according to a clear set of criteria.
Four types of impact were identified: (i) the imregd outcomes in terms of the aim of the
campaign; (ii) whether the process of policy maknag changed over the longer term or
whether the result was a mere ‘one off’; (iii) tesults in terms of ACE’s own learning about
approaches to future advocacy work; and (iv) whethder relationships for future action
amongst civil society actors has been strengtheeegdyrdless of whether the campaign had been
a success in terms of meeting its goals.

The importance of viewing organisational systenasé therefore accountability
processes - aocial systems can be usefully elaborated in relatiadhéccomplexity of CAR’s
structures, systems and people. One of the striiknggngs to emerge from the review was the
contrast between formal and informal advocacy worttertaker’. CAR has developed an
internal advocacy team, which is designed to devatad undertake advocacy work on behalf of
the organisations, but the reality tends to bettiasenior ACE leadership play the major role in
campaigning. The leadership have moved into a premiposition on the Dhaka ‘civil society
scene’ and have constructed wider relationshipis paliticians and bureaucrats. There is a
strong ‘personal’ dimension to successful policyamcy work, seen as necessary for success
by some senior staff, and power is heavily conegatr at the top of the organisation among the

® Smillie and Hailey's recent (2001) book on Sousiah NGOs bears out this duality between the foamadlthe
informal as a key component of management praatitén many large South Asian NGOs.



senior leadershipBalancing this tension between individualised adwy by senior staff, and
grassroots driven advocacy carried out and suppbsteeams at different levels of the
organisation proved a major problem. It was notsualito find grassroots ACE groups in the
more remote areas of the country who were rattsnidsive of work done at the centre in the
name of advocacy work because could appear remdteedf-serving. But from the leadership
point of view, it is felt that effective politicaction in Bangladesh requires mobilising both
personalised networks of horizontal trust and tiiéling of vertical patron-client linkages. It is
perhaps not surprising that ACE and its leaderg leewbarked on both strategies.

At the same time, CAR has faced a major probleattiacting and keeping high quality
research and advocacy staff at junior and middilel$e A succession of well qualified young
researchers - many educated outside the counBijtish or United States universities, had
joined CAR with high expectations only to leaveeayor even a few months later. Partly this
was a result of being tempted away by the promisegher salaries within an increasingly
competitive development agency job market, butas also partly because they felt undervalued
within CAR’s overall organisational hierarchy andtare’ This problem helps reveals the
tensions which exist between formal and informailws of human resource management. There
is an ideology within ACE, propagated by its foursje¢hat solidaristic values among staff
should take precedent over financial reward, atleathe early years of involvement with the
organisatiorf. While pay and conditions were kept a little lowlean those found in the
increasingly competitive development agency seethich is dominated by foreign
organisations such as the UN and international N&3$&'s terms and conditions were found
to be unattractive to many young foreign-educataddbadeshi researchers faced with more
lucrative opportunities in other areas of the depeient industry.

However, the ACE leadership were reluctant to pgiér salaries to CAR which could
cause resentment among other sections of the geaffcularly those in remote field posts. The
leadership complained that their organisation wéanaily’ whose shared values were being
challenged by a more commercially-minded youngeegaion who were on one occasion
referred to in a derogatory way as ‘mercenarieshsions between ‘activists’ and
‘professionals’ were also seen by the leadershigp @ause of these problems - between those
staff committed to the values and aims of the oigdion who were prepared to work for low
salaries and those who saw NGO work as a careemeetkbd a decent salary and a clear
opportunity for progression in the job. The gulfween the need to reform the formal system to

® This fits well with recent approaches to the stofiGOs which takes an ‘actor-oriented approach’ t
organisations which acknowledges that organisattiomandaries are highly artificial and personalskiip ties and
informal networks may be just as influential inetetining organisational behaviour as formal systdatsels and
structures (Hilhorst, 2003).

" A detailed conceptual review of the importancemfanisational culture in development agenciesasiged in
Lewis et al (2003).

8 The key founders were mainly student activists wtithin a pre-professionalised period of orgarabuilding,
saw development NGOs as a vehicle for social wadkhup by a strong level of ideological commitmient
working with the poor. This has evolved into a pdwkfounding myth - essentially rooted in truthytloccasionally
somewhat romanticised - which deployed from timértee by senior managers in their discussions dighaffected
junior staff. There are now quite determined effdréing made to hold on to this idea and ensuregt®duction
within the organisational culture of ACE. Howevas, an ideology it has less appeal to the newerg/generation
of employees faced with an increasingly difficuidecompetitive job market.



suit younger, specialised, in-demand recruits aedtevailing social vision — voiced through
the social symbol of ‘the organisational familyof-the older generation of founder leaders
seemed likely to prolong the problem. An organ@ai ‘culture conflict’, with its roots in both
internal politics and external changes, is sevanggkening organisational performance

Culture and context therefore have a significamatripg on accountability issues within
ACE. Furthermore, the political environment in whidGOs in Bangladesh operate is
hazardous, leading many NGOs to take on a someadetfi@ansive organisational form which can
impede the operation of information systems. Tamsbetween government and NGOs are
commonplace as NGOs increasingly move into rolesipusly occupied by the public sector.
At the same time, the political nature of campaignivork challenges the position of entrenched
elites, such as rural landowners. Some of ACE® atel members have been attacked and even
killed as a result of conflicts over land. There also occasional tensions and conflicts with
religious groups who take exception to the ideolofygender equality which NGOs such as
ACE seek to put into practice in their programndany NGOs which engage in work with
women have also been criticised by conservativeehs from the within the religious
community, some of whom view education and empoweatmrogrammes for women as an
undesirable challenge to local values and custdfirsally, relations with foreign donors who
fund substantial areas of the work of the NGOsatao prove problematic. While the donors
themselves make strong accountability demandseoNtBOs they fund, there are frequent
accusations from sections of the public that NG@&gitimacy and political integrity is
compromised by the fact that they are accountébteigh funding relationships to powerful
organisations and interests outside the country.

All these pressures contribute to a ‘culture oedsiveness’ which can be observed in
NGOs where there can be a reluctance, for exangtmmmission research which might prove
challenging to the organisational status quo amaega Added to these pressures are the
prevailing patterns of patron-client relationshgsl social hierarchy, which within NGOs which
tend to internalise and reproduce significant daoneguality and vertical relationships which
then require high levels of deference in the mamesge of relationships between senior and
junior staff (Wood, 1997). One of the most sericemults of this is a ‘culture of defensiveness’,
which includes a reluctance to confront less sigfoéactivities and initiatives, which has the
result of reducing organisational learning. From tbp managers downwards, the organisation is
placed under constant pressure by this prevailiiyiie to demonstrate success but ignore
failure, through sustaining an agenda of actionthedaddition of new activities, but there is
little incentive given to find time to reflect atearn.

Growing linkages between local, national and gld&atls of action are apparent from
the CAR experience. While advocacy work has be@edaken with some success at the local
and national levels, there is a growing awarenéfiseoneed to understand the global context of
policy formulation and implementation as well as tmportance of linking local priorities more
effectively with wider action. Such thinking infoMCAR'’s regional advocacy training work,
and last year the first regional training workshegs held with participants from all over South
Asia from a range of NGOs. CAR was also part efrécent initiative, which set up an NGO
working group to examine the World Bank’s acti\stia Bangladesh, and another focusing on
the consequences and implications of its strucadplstment policies. However, it was found



in the review that national advocacy work tendethl@ an ‘elite’ form — based on the personal
values, interests and contacts of senior staffd-cdten remained somewhat unconnected from
the priorities of ACE’s grassroots groups themseIvieor example, we have seen that there were
weaknesses in the ways information was being mahigm the grassroots level for seeking
explanations as to why particular campaigns ‘sutedeor ‘failed’, thus impairing levels of
organisational learning. This then led to a growpegception amongst field staff that the
functioning of CAR had little relevance for dayday struggles of ordinary people. As CAR
engages more fully with complex global advocacyider set of specialised knowledge and
skills will be needed to maintain close ties witlelts ‘on the ground’ and a key priority for the
NGO continues to be the effort to connect localiomal and international efforts more
coherently.

As a result of the CAR review, there has been agition among ACE leadership and
staff more widely that attention now needs to hegito strengthening the organisational values
and systems which support research and advocaggy/rddognition goes well beyond technical
systems towards a clearer recognition that probletased to staff skills, culture, politics are
crucial to the improvement of accountability andfpenance. There is now a plan to reconvene
CAR’s international advisory board as soon as bssi which has been more or less inactive
for the past two years — in order to turn the reMi@dings into new strategies. Within a few
months of completion of the review, ACE took a demn to increase its investment in the
capacity of young research staff and five were sardppropriate overseas masters programmes
later that year in order to begin the strengthepirogess for the future. This has in part diffused
the tensions which were contributing to low mor@teong many of the CAR staff. However, the
election on the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (B#)ernment shortly after the review took
place has created a more difficult political enmireent for ACE, since it is one of a group of
NGOs which are considered by the government to ltemgified themselves with the previous
government.

Conclusion

The case study presented in this chapter sugdedtslGO accountability can be only
partly understood through analysing the formal buceatic operation of organisational
relationships and the internal systems establiftrealctivities such as advocacy, monitoring and
evaluation. While these foci are important - antdrages can be seen to be quite problematic - for
analysing a development NGO, they can provide arpgrtial understanding of accountability
processes. To understand the organisational esaffian NGO we must go further and deeper
into local social realities, evoked in Hilhorst2003) recent book on the ‘real world’ of NGOs.
NGO structures, activities and relationships amatly embedded within institutions and power
structures at both local and international levlkile accountability is increasingly a global
phenomenon — with expectations for bureaucraticaip®, management, auditing, and
performance assessment — its impacts differ acnuse localized or regionalized social
structure.

A number of problems described in the case study tkemselves to analysis along these
lines. First, CAR’s advocacy work was characterigg@ strong personal dimension in the ways
in which advocacy themes were identified and addi@&rom the top’, in many cases with



relatively little discussion with grassroots usénsa style which corresponds with prevailing
cultures of personalised leadership and managematsecond is the importance of both
formal and informal dimensions of human resourceagament, where culture conflict emerges
as an outcome of both power asymmetries betweeageas— involving at least a degree of
degree of patron-clientelism in the ways that thgserate - and the socially constructed nature
of existing accountability systems. The third is ttiea of a ‘culture of defensiveness’ which is
derived in part from the nature of these powertia@ta and the difficult political environment in
which NGOs operate, and in part as an outcomeeoéxitreme vulnerability felt, at least by
more junior managerial staff, in relation to thelai economic climate and job market in
Bangladesh.

There are some accountability problems which caadaeessed by building clearer
communication linkages between different leveltheforganisation, such as creating
opportunities for greater staff and group voicéhia shaping of CAR’s advocacy and research
agendas, or linking advocacy more clearly to evandearning. But there are other
organisational problems that are rooted in widertext of society, culture and politics. For
example, it is constantly necessary to negotiatepgmopriate relationship with government
which can serve to reassure citizens that ACHegjiéimate and responsible organisation, but
which avoids negative interference based on palitiovolvement an NGO's internal affairs on
party political lines. While some of the problerdsitified during the ACE review have
generated internal discussions about trying to $iolditions, there is a danger is that certain
‘inward looking’ responses — such as the attempiuit a stronger culture of loyalty and
solidarity within the organisation to try to redutging levels of staff turnover — may not be able
to address wider contextual realities in the fofrmoreasing economic and social pressures
affecting a new, younger generation of NGO staff.

It is the first of the two approaches to accouritgidiscussed above which has taken
hold most strongly both in policy circles and irbpa perceptions. The ‘audit culture’ model of
accountability which follows from current climateEmanagerialism may ultimately weaken
organisations because, by creating an erosiorusf tinrough the creation of perverse incentives,
it may lead NGO staff and leaders to make arbitcynprofessional choices. At the same time,
formal thinking on accountability does not sit welth the cultural embeddedness of
organisational systems within a development NGONe&lI's (2002) argument for a form of
trust-based ‘intelligent accountability’, which gamore attention to the perceptions and realities
of users than to endlessly detailed and complexlatbn documents and targets, is of potential
value to development NGOs. She writes:

Those who are called to account should give anwuataaf what they have done and of
their successes and failures to others who havieisuat time and experience to assess
the evidence and report on it.

Such a view fits with the need to adjust thinkimgNGO accountability to take far more account
of its socially-constructed aspects. While the fakstructural view of accountability is still an
important one, it threatens to overbalance thinkinmgy from accountability systems which can
take better account of the complexity of developmenrk, the political realities in which NGOs
operate and the cultural relationships which baiistrain and structure action.
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