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Introduction: 


Over the last few decades, the voluntary, not-for-profit sector has grown dramatically and become more politically influential in the United States, in the developed democracies in Europe, Asia, and Latin-America, and perhaps most importantly in the developing nations of the world. The increased importance of the associations and organizations that make up the voluntary sector can be measured in part by the increasing portion of the world’s economic assets and productive activity that flows through them, and is guided and committed by them. As important, however, is their increasingly influential political role in drawing public and governmental attention to urgent public problems, and in bringing moral pressure to act on these problems not only on governments, but also on for-profit enterprises. 
The influence of the voluntary sector can be seen not only within the national boundaries of countries across the world, but also, importantly, acting globally across national boundaries. By bringing global issues to public attention, they create a kind of international community. Once that global community exists, a kind of international governing capacity begins to emerge rooted in shared normative regimes that can bring moral and political pressure to bear on the conduct of international corporations, multi-lateral organizations, and sovereign states as they operate in the ostensibly lawless international sphere.

The price of this increased significance has been increased scrutiny. The more important the sector becomes as an economic entity capable of mobilizing and deploying financial, human, and other material assets that can transform material conditions in the world; the more influential it becomes in shaping the conduct of markets, politics and government, the sharper the questions become about how responsibly, efficiently, and effectively this sector behaves. 

Considered as a material, economic actor, one can ask the following challenging questions. Does the sector focus on the important, urgent, and solvable problems, or waste its energy pursuing unimportant goals, or goals that cannot be achieved? Does the sector use its assets efficiently in the pursuit of what are acknowledged to be socially important goals, or does it waste a significant portion of its assets in inefficient organizational structures, or technological means, or in poorly organized methods of raising money? To what extent is outright theft and fraud an important problem in the sector? 

The more important the sector becomes as a political force, the sharper the questions become about the legitimacy of their claims to speak for important constituencies and values. What gives NGO’s the right to claim public attention and assert public influence? Is their legitimacy based on the claim that they represent the interests of a particular group in the society? If so, how can we be sure that they in fact do represent those interests? What processes of consultation or connection to those they claim to represent can they show that would make their claim of representativeness plausible? If their legitimacy is based on a kind of special expertise that allows them to see problems in the world that are not apparent to all, or to develop proposals for action that can be counted on to achieve the desired result, then what evidence can they offer that they are, in fact, expert in these particular ways? If their legitimacy is based on a claim that they are committed to advancing an important public value that all conscientious citizens would agree is an important public value to be advanced, what can they philosophically argue or empirically show that the values to which they are committed are ones that command loyalty from all? 

In short, the price of increased significance and salience is increased scrutiny. Increasingly powerful organizations are challenged on both their efficiency and effectiveness in the mobilization and deployment of physical resources devoted to production of particular goods and services, and on their right to exercise social and political influence in the wider society.
One important way that societies seek to ensure both the legitimacy, and the efficiency and effectiveness of the organizations that operate in their midst is to set up systems of accountability that provide both checks on bad behavior by organizations, and incentives for good behavior.  One important way that those who take responsibility for leading and managing those organizations try to answer questions about their legitimacy and efficiency and effectiveness is to offer evidence that they have at least lived up to, and maybe gone well beyond what the society actually demands from them in terms of their accountability. The society may insist that all organizations be transparent in the sense that they give themselves a name, that they have an address where they can be found, that they name their principal officers, and that they state their purposes. The society may also insist that certain kinds of information about their organization be available for public scrutiny both by private individuals who are interested in the organization, and by public regulatory agencies. But while such requirements establish minimal standards of transparency and accountability, individual organizations may for their own reasons, go well beyond these requirements, and make themselves far more transparent and accountable than the society formally demands. 

An important question closely related (but not identical) to the issues of legitimacy, efficiency and effectiveness focuses attention on how these associations and organizations are called to account. Who is that can call such organizations to account? What substantive demands do they make on the organizations? What kind of information are the organizations required to produce to satisfy the demands for accountability? If the existing system of accountability is weak, no one can be sure that the sector as a whole is performing as it should, or as it best could. And, no one can be sure that the organization is being guided to the right purposes. Thus, weak accountability leads to weakened efficiency and legitimacy. The cure, it often seems, is to strengthen the accountability of the associations and organizations.

