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Introduction: 
 
The prominence of civil society1 as a major player in governance and development at both the 

global and the national level has been growing over the last few decades. This has happened 

through increased activism and advocacy of civil society organizations and in mobilising and 

organizing citizens to pressure governments, as well as multilateral governance institutions to 

address the developmental challenges and governance deficits (Milani and Laniado, 2006; Mati, 

2008; 2009).  

 

Despite these contributions of civil society in development and governance, some critics have 

cast aspersions on the legitimacy of global civil society to push for these demands. This 

questioning is driven, in part, by the growing influence of CSOs and the professionalisation of 

the sector while at the same time finding that the sector still exhibits ambivalence in its 

transparency and accountability standards (Heinrich, Mati & Brown, 2008, Mati, 2008; 2009). 

Moreover, civil society has failed to meet a number of unrealistic expectations from many 

quarters (Mati 2009). All these combined have resulted in serious questioning of the credibility 

of civil society.  The basic questions relating to the issues of legitimacy, accountability and 

transparency of civil society have been: 1) what right do these organisations have to contribute to 
                                                 
1 In this paper, the definition of civil society is borrowed from the CIVICUS civil society Index project that defines 
civil society as the ‘arena outside of the family, the state, and the market, created by individuals to advance shared 
interests’ (CIVICUS, 2008). Measurement of something as contentious, fuzzy and vague (in meanings and frames), 
as civil society, is always fraught with methodological challenges that make it normatively and empirically difficult 
to capture. These challenges are further compounded by what Heinrich (2005:212) argues, are civil society’s 
‘diverse historical roots, as well as its widely varying current usages, interpretations and perspectives.’ CSI 
progenitors therefore made a conscious choice to use the broad and all encompassing functional definition for civil 
society (Heinrich, 2004:13; Heinrich, 2005:217). The CSI definition focuses on the nature of activities undertaken 
by various actors and explicitly includes individual citizen actions such as participation, demonstrations, social 
movements and other ‘unorganized’ forms of civic activism. This definition allows for adaptive application and 
measurement of the concept of civil society in many different contexts while avoiding an obvious ‘Western’ bias.  It 
also accommodates a variety of multidisciplinary and theoretical dimensions through its embodiment of collective 
voluntary action as the definitive feature, devoid of any ideological or socio-historical baggage (Lauth, 2002; 
Norton, 1995; Edwards, 2004 as cited in Heinrich, 2005:3).   
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the shaping of the governance agenda? 2) Whom do they represent? 3) How and to whom are 

they accountable?  These lines of questioning have resulted in challenges for civil society’s 

existence, legitimacy and development. Some commentators have argued that ‘we are now past 

the “magic” phase of …civil society; a new realism has set in, with events wiping away the 

naivety of the 1990s to some extent’ (Taylor and Naidoo, 2004).  

 

In recognition of such challenges to civil society, and the need to address them so as to 

strengthen civil society’s role in governance and development, the CIVICUS Civil Society Index 

(CSI)2 methodology has incorporated indicators to assess the state of accountability in civil 

societies around the world. This paper draws on data on civil society legitimacy, transparency, 

and accountability collected from the Asia Pacific countries that took part in this first phase of 

the CSI between 2003 and 2006, namely: China, Fiji, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Mongolia, Nepal, 

Orissa (India), South Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam.   

  

Using indicators such as democratic practices, internal transparency and incidences of corruption 

as proxies for transparency and accountability in civil society, an analysis of data from this CSI 

phase for over 50 countries participating in the 2003-06 phase found that the issue of 

transparency and accountability is one of the most common challenges to civil society in the 

world. The same is true of civil society in the Asia Pacific region.  However, the region also 

boasts of some of the most effective and innovative mechanisms of addressing the legitimacy, 

transparency and accountability challenges in the world with examples in India and Philippines.3    

   

The paper proceeds as follows: it briefly reviews the literature on civil society accountability 

then turns to describing the CSI project methodology and especially its measurement of civi 

society’s accountability. It will then give the results of the civil society accountability in the 

countries cited above and finally, it will discuss the policy implications of the findings and the 

civil society accountability strengthening initiatives that CSI partners in different countries in the 

region have started as follow up activities after implementing CSI.    

                                                 
2 The CIVICUS Civil Society Index (CSI) is a participatory needs assessment and action planning tool for civil 
society around the world, with the aim of creating a knowledge base and momentum for civil society strengthening 
initiatives.  
3 There are well developed CSO certification programmes in Pakistan and Philippines (even though these countries 
did not implement CSI in the last phase) which are led by CSOs themselves.  
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Literature Review: 
 
As mentioned above, though civil society organizations have emerged as a major player in 

developing good governance around the world, they too have displayed poor judgement when it 

comes to good governance matters. According to Szporluk (2009), civil society organizations 

have come to task for  

questionable fund-raising efforts; lack of transparency with regard to the use of 
funds; imposition of their own interests and agendas on communities, or the 
perception of such imposition; reliance on government funds, which limits the 
ability of NGOs to objectively monitor the functioning of the state; and finally, in 
extreme cases, misuse and abuse of aid (Szporluk, 2009: 341).   
 

The results of this tarnished reputation include a very low level of trust in CSOs by the general 

public,4 a vast number of stakeholders who view CSO accountability as problematic, and CSOs 

themselves choosing accountability as one of the most important challenges facing the sector 

(Heinrich, Mati and Brown,  2008: 332).  

 

Clearly, accountability is a problem that needs to be addressed head on.  But what is this concept 

of accountability and exactly to whom should CSOs be accountable to?  Accountability, 

according to previous work by CIVICUS and CSI, is simply: “A responsibility to answer for 

particular performance expectations to specific stakeholders” (Jagadananda and Brown, 2006: 9). 

These responsibilities include delivering effective and beneficial services and programs based on 

actual needs (instead of organizational or donor-imposed interests and agendas) and transparent 

and accurate use of funds and resources. The stakeholders to whom CSOs must be accountable 

for these responsibilities include, but are not limited to: donors, regulators and government 

bodies (upward accountability), beneficiaries and clients of services such as the communities and 

individuals for whom the programs are meant to benefit (downward), allies and peers (outward), 

and staff and volunteers (inward) (Jagadananda and Brown, 2006:9).  

 

However, as with any socio political concept, accountability is not as simple as its definition 

suggests.  There are a number of issues that must be considered when discussing how and to 

                                                 
4 A global analysis of data gathered during the 2003-2006 phase of the CSI, found that only 25 – 50% of the citizens 
in each country trust CSOs. (Bonbright, D. and Kiryttopoulou, N, 2007: 203).  
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whom CSOs are accountable to.  These include how to prioritize conflicting accountability. 

Because there are a number of entities to whom a CSO must be accountable, conflicting claims 

for that accountability can frequently arise.   For instance, due to the lack of financial stability 

inherent in this donor dependant sector, CSOs often reframe their programs to better fit the needs 

and wants of the donors in an effort to secure funding.  These changes can come at the expense 

of the communities and other beneficiaries for whom the program are supposed to help and 

support (Bonbright and Kiryttopoulou, 2008: 205). This conundrum has left some scholars and 

practitioners arguing that CSOs must always place communities and beneficiaries as the primary 

focus of their accountability.  This is because, as Szporluk (2009: 342) simply posits, “that is 

where the INGO’s work takes place.” Furthermore, according to Bonbright and Kiryttopoulou, 

“(it) is not a mere question of morality or coherence; it is a matter of organizational effectiveness 

and of achieving goals” (Bonbright and Kiryttopoulou, 2008: 212). In other words, can CSOs 

truly make the difference they want, and the donors want, if they design their efforts around 

anyone else’s needs but those of the communities they are trying to help? At the very least the 

beneficiaries should be included in the discussions and program design and evaluations.   

 

However, the desire of CSOs to focus the majority of their efforts on satisfying  and being 

accountable to the beneficiaries and donors often results in underdeveloped or forgotten 

accountability to their own staff and volunteers.  Ideally, CSOs must balance all claims of 

accountability in order to best reap the rewards of walking the talk of this particular value. And 

indeed, there are numerous rewards which accrue when CSOs and civil society in general are 

accountable to its stakeholders.  For instance, the CSI analysis found three main reasons civil 

society stakeholders believe accountability is important (Heinrich, Mati and Brown., 2008: 327): 

1) Earning and maintaining public trust, which in turn eases the way for succesful public 
impact; 

2) “to pre-empt regulation by the government, which, in many cases, is likely to be less 
conducive than civil society’s self-regulation”; 

3) To accomplish the various forms of accountability measures demanded by donors to ensure 
their funds are used appropriately.  

They also recognized that these reasons pertain to upwards accountability and advocated for 

strengthening accountability to their beneficiaries and the public in general as well. 

  

To Summarize, when CSOs adhere to accountability measures, CSOs demonstrate trustworthiness, 

this increases the general public’s and other stakeholders’ trust and acceptance of civil society, which 
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in turn strengthens the voice of civil society; then governments and other stakeholders become more 

and more compelled to not only acknowledge civil society’s presence, but to work with and enable 

civil society. This further strengthens the CSO voices and legitimacy, creating a positive circle of 

trust and effective change (Bonbright and Kiryttopoulou, 2008:204).  Everybody wins. 

 

To this effect, a number of CSOs in the Asia Pacific region have taken impressive actions at 

building accountability in their sector as a result of the CSI data.  This paper will address a 

number of these initiatives in a later section.  Next, however, the methodology and purpose of 

the CSI project will be discussed. 

 

The CSI and its methodological framework (2003-2006):  

The CSI is a participatory needs assessment and action plan for civil society around the world, 

initiated and implemented by, and for, civil society organizations (CSOs) at the country level. It 

actively involves, and disseminates its findings, to a broad range of stakeholders, including 

government, donors, academics and the public at large. The ultimate aim of CSI is to create a 

knowledge base and build a momentum for civil society strengthening initiatives. Being an 

action research project, the CSI has two primary goals; they are: 1) to enhance the strength and 

sustainability of civil society, and 2) to strengthen civil society’s contribution to positive social 

change.  

 

CSI strives for a comprehensive assessment that identifies civil society’s major strengths and 

weaknesses, as well as exploring their causes. As such, it provides nuanced assessments of the 

state of civil society at country level, based on a wealth of quantitative and qualitative 

information and on a consultative approach among stakeholders, which generates policy-oriented 

analysis, dialogue and recommendations.  

 

The CSI methodology used for 2003-06 utilized an indicator system to measure four dimensions 

of civil society. Finding the most suitable set of indicators has gone through a number of stages, 

beginning with the CSI’s pilot phase. The methodology used for the 2003-2006 phase had a set 

of 74 indicators that were grouped together into 25 sub-dimensions, and further aggregated into 

four dimensions: - structure, environment, values and impact. Each indicator data is converted to 
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a 4 point score (0-3, where 0 is the weakest and 3 the strongest).  These four dimensions are 

represented graphically in the form of a Civil Society Diamond (see figure 1 below).  

Figure 1: The Civil Society Diamond 
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The structure dimension, comprised of six 

sub-dimensions and twenty-one indicators, 

specifically looked at civil society’s make-

up, size and composition.  It examined the 

actors within the civil society arena, their 

main characteristics and the relationships 

among them. The second dimension, the 

environment, sought to answer questions 

related to the nature of the political, socio-

economic, cultural and legal environment 

that civil society exists and operates in. 

The values dimension sought answers to the questions of whether civil society practices and 

promotes positive social values.  In selecting indicators under this dimension, the CSI took 

guidance from universal standards such as the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, 

CIVICUS’ own values and vision of its work that includes accountability and transparency, 

democracy, inclusiveness, non-violence and peace, participation, and tolerance (see 

www.civicus.org) as well as from the broad academic and practitioners’ literature on civil 

society’s characteristics and roles. The fourth dimension, impact, measured the impact of civil 

society actors on governance and development in the society at large.5 

 

For the purposes of this paper, different indicators drawn from the structure, and values 

dimension were used as proxies for accountability and were used to create an accountability 

index. Specifically, the following CSI indicators were used to construct an index to assess 

stakeholders’ views of civil society’s accountability record in each country:   

• Self-regulation (indicator 1.4.3): answers the questions of whether there are efforts 

among CSOs to self-regulate; how effective and enforceable the existing self-regulatory 
                                                 
5 The impact dimension utilised a broadly fluid plausible association model of impact assessment and interpreted 
impact to include different levels and capacities of the process and actors, as well as how actively civil society was 
engaged in a particular area; how different capacities and relationships have been built through participation, and, 
how civil society actions have influenced civil society itself (Morrissey, 2000 as cited by McGee and Norton 
2000:68). 
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mechanisms are; as well as the percentage of CSOs that abide by a collective code of 

conduct (or some other form of self-regulation),  

• Democratic practices (indicator 3.1.1): looks at the extent to which CSOs practice 

internal democracy and how much control CSO members have over decision-making in 

their organizations (including the selection of leaders),  

• Perceived corruption within CSOs (indicator 3.2.1): looks at how widespread 

corruption is within civil society, and  

• Financial transparency (indicator 3.2.2): captures the number of CSOs that are 

financially transparent by making their financial accounts publicly available. 

 These combined, give a sense of the different mechanisms by which CSOs can be and are 

accountable to their many stakeholders.   

 

Findings: 

 

Accountability index 

 Index Score 

N (number of 

countries 

scoring this)  

1.25 4 

1.50 4 

1.75 1 

2.00 1 

Total 10 

 Table 1.  

Table 1 presents the country distribution on this index, 

which according to the CSI methodology ranges from a low 

of “0” indicating no accountability, to a high of “3”, 

indicating high accountability.  The countries in the region 

had an overall mean of 1.4750 in the accountability index 

and a standard deviation of 0.24861. We graphically 

represent this information for the individual country scores 

as below:  
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The table below summarises the aggregated scores for the different variables used in the 

construction of the accountability index for the 10 countries in the region. 

 

Indicators N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Self-regulation 10 1.00 2.00 1.4000 .51640 

Democratic practices within CSOs 10 1.00 2.00 1.6000 .51640 

Corruption within civil society 10 1.00 3.00 1.7000 .67495 

Financial transparency of CSOs 10 1.00 3.00 1.2000 .63246 

 

 
The table shows that on average, the ten countries in the region had an aggregate score a 1.67 on 

a 0-3 scale. There were however variations between countries. The graphs below show the scores 

for the different variables used in the construction of the accountability index for different 

countries:   

 
Score for Indicator 1.4.3: existence of self regulation mechanisms in the countries.  
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Scores for Indicator 3.1.1: democratic practices within CSOs.   

 

 
Scores for Indicator 3.2.1: Perceived corruption within CSOs.  
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Scores for indicator 3.2.2: Financial transparency of CSOs.     

 

On running a Pearson Correlation between the scores for self regulation in the region with those 

of democratic practices, we got a high correlation as represented by the table below:  

 

 
 Essentially this means that the low 

levels of self regulation relates to low 

levels of internal democracies within. 

However, no correlations were found 

between the self regulation and 

perceived corruption in civil society; 

nor in the lack of financial 

transparency in civil society. 

However, a strong inverse correlation 

was established between the internal democracy and levels of perceived corruption within civil 

society as shown by the output table below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Correlations 

 Self-

regulation 

Democratic practices 

within CSOs 

Pearson Correlation 1 .667* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .035 

Self-regulation 

N 10 10 

Pearson Correlation .667* 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .035  

Democratic 

practices within 

CSOs 
N 10 10 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Correlations 

 

Democratic 

practices within 

CSOs 

Corruption within 

civil society 

Pearson Correlation 1 -.701* 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .024 

Democratic practices within 

CSOs 

N 10 10 

Pearson Correlation -.701* 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .024  

Corruption within civil society 

N 10 10 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 
Implications 
 
The CSI findings above clearly indicate that the Asia Pacific is experiencing, along with the rest 

of the world, systemic challenges related to accountability and therefore legitimacy. In fact, the 

problems of accountability and transparency of the civil society were mentioned by the following 

countries in their country reports or in impact analysis: Nepal, Mongolia, Indonesia, Orissa 

(India), and Taiwan. Internal democratic practices, internal transparency and corruption in civil 

society organizations, the three areas used to measure accountability above, were problematic in 

the majority of the countries studied.  However, the countries that partook in the CSI were quick 

to notice the importance of such low ratings in accountability and immediately made 

recommendations for strengthening this area.  Indeed, weak internal democratic and transparency 

practices, mixed with high corruption in civil CSOs can seriously damage the public’s, donors’ 

and other stakeholders’ trust in the organization and in civil society in general.  This can result in 

ineffective relationships and programs, and in donors unwilling to fund projects. 

 

In order to improve accountability in CSOs, it has been suggested by a number of the Asia 

Pacific countries in their CSI 2003-2006 country reports (Heinrich, 2008) that CSOs must:  

• promote existing codes of conduct (Fiji);  
• provide courses and training to develop accountability and transparency skills (Fiji);  
• involve citizens in the community where the program will operate in program discussions 

and design so that programs reflect the needs of the communities (Indonesia);  
• develop codes of ethics (Indonesia);  
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• and encourage donors to provide financial support for improving CSOs’ accounting and 
financial reporting systems (Indonesia). 

 
In fact, since implementation, a number of these countries have followed up their 

recommendations with action.  For instance, according to Dang Dinh, the co-ordinator of the CSI 

project in Vietnam, stated in a recent impact assessment interview that CECODES, the 

implementing organization he works for, began a two-year project in 2008 that evaluates 

corruption in Vietnamese CSOs. The project will also build capacity in “corruption prevention 

and anti-corruption for civil society organisations” (Dinh, 2009).  

 

After implementing CSI in Hong Kong, the Hong Kong Council of Social Service (HKCOSS) 

realized one of the greatest weaknesses in the country’s civil society was networking.   

Therefore, HKCOSS designed and hosts annual Social Forums (Wong, 2009).  These are three-

week events which consist of a number of programs and meetings, each of which is co-organized 

by at least one other NGO in Hong Kong.  These forums are establishing accountability in the 

civil society in Hong Kong as they provide the opportunity for CSOs to engage with each other, 

build relationships and trust in working together.  They also consist of outings to go visit and talk 

with the communities the NGOs work in.   This provides the opportunities for the downward 

accountability sought; it enables the beneficiaries of the programs, services and presence of the 

CSOs to talk with the civil society and tell them what the programs have down for them, and 

hopefully what else can be done from the communities’ point of view. Moreover, everyone is 

welcome to participate in the Forum, not just civil society members, but donors, government, 

media, and the general public.  This open dialogue with all stakeholders serves to build 

accountability for all. The ultimate aim is to build both internal democracy through sharing 

experiences and wider stakeholder involvement.  

 

After analyzing the weaknesses in Fijian civil society, including CSO accountability and 

transparency, the implementing organization, Fiji Council of Social Services (FCOSS), 

established a training institute for CSOs to build the capacity of Fijian CSOs. The Fiji Social 

Leadership Training Institute for CSO Capacity Building offers a number of programs such as a 

Diploma in Social Leadership, Certificate in Governance System, Certificate in Community 

Training, Certificate in Care-giving for Seniors, Certificate in Children Services, Certificate in 
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Youth Work, Certificate in NGO/CSO Management, Certificate in Family strengthening, 

Certificate in Social Entrepreneurship, and Certificate in Project Management.  Many of these 

courses provide the participants will increased knowledge and skills in the areas related to CSO 

accountability. 

 

A non-CSI study found that Chinese CSOs have also been developing their accountability  

measures.   The study pointed out one organization in particular, the Chinese NPO Network, as 

“a pioneer in the field” (Li Xiaoyun et al., 2006: 28).  This organization drafted the first standard 

for CSO accountability in China, provides trainings on accountability and “calls for and takes 

actions to promote the institutional building of the accountability standard for Chinese CSOs”.  

The study recommended that CSOs in China further develop their accountability in three main 

aspects: Strengthen self-discipline mechanisms; Promote the establishment of CSO industrial 

associations and accountability standards; and Introduce third-party evaluation mechanisms to 

strengthen supervision on CSOs’ accountability (Li Xiaoyun et al., 2006: 28-30). Important 

examples of how this can be done are available in the region from countries such as India 

(Credibility Alliance), and Philippines (The Philippine Council for NGO Certification (PCNC).  

 

In sum, there are a number of recommendations and actions that have emerged from the CSI’s 

study on CSO accountability that are discussed above. CSI encourages CSOs to adopt the 

recommendations best suited for their context. Further, because the CSI’s comparative analysis 

found that ‘first generation’ efforts to tackle the accountability challenge have yielded limited 

results, it is recommended that the adoption of new innovative approaches and tools, with more 

‘teeth’ for regulation and enforcement, be implemented.  For example, the collective dialogue 

platform that the CSI implementation process offers to stakeholders can enable the evolution of 

‘acceptable’ modes of regulation that do not threaten the very existence and relevance of civil 

society in development and governance. Here, the example of Hong Kong cited above comes to 

mind.  

 

Limitations of Study – CSI and paper 
 

Because the CSI project does not focus on accountability in particular, it cannot provide an in-

depth look at the situations in its countries. The data used in this paper consists of the four 
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variables that relate to accountability and any reports by the organizations on how they have 

followed up.  Therefore, this study is knowingly limited by its data and instead of attempting to 

be a thorough investigation, it provides the needed introduction and brief look at the areas in 

order to provide a stepping stone for further research.   And further research is indeed needed. 

 

Since the completion of the 2003-2006 phase, a new phase has begun with an up-dated 

methodology.  For the topic of accountability, the new methodology includes more variables and 

tools that relate to accountability.  These include an organizational survey which asks CSO 

prominent staff members whether their organizations have democratic –decision making systems 

(internal accountability), are members of CSO networks and communicate with other CSOs 

frequently (peer to peer accountability), a publicly available code of conduct, publicly available 

financial information (transparency); and a population survey which asks whether the general 

public trusts a number of institutions including civil society members and organizations.   The 

new methodology also includes the opportunity for the implementing organizations to write case 

studies in order to take a deeper look at the issues of their choices, including CSO accountability.  

As with the first phase, it also encourages the NCO and its partners in implementation to provide 

recommendations, including a policy brief, for strengthening the weaknesses and furthering 

strengths found in their country’s civil society.   

 

Conclusion:  

Previous research and opinion have indicated a lack of trust in CSOs due to faulty financial 

practices, programs that do not account for the needs and wishes of the communities they work 

in, and even misuse of funding for private benefit.  Because of this, accountability in Civil 

Society Organizations is a growing area of study.   The Civil Society Index provides a 

fascinating overview of the topic and this particular study focuses on accountability in Asia 

Pacific CSOs.    

 

By analysing  four indicators that represent accountability issues - Self-regulation (indicator 

1.4.3), Democratic practices (indicator 3.1.1), Perceived corruption within CSOs (indicator 

3.2.1), and Financial transparency, this current study has found that Asia Pacific CSOs exhibit 

the same trend as most of the world’s CSOs, an overall weakness in accountability.  However, 
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the Asia Pacific region also presents some of the most innovative and practical actions to 

overcome this limitation. It is welcoming to know that the fact that civil society stakeholders are 

confronting civil society’s accountability and transparency concerns is a pointer to the reflective 

mood of these stakeholders and a good thing for civil society’s sustainability. 
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