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In this study, the focus is on nonprofit organizations’ (NPOs’) beneficiary participation mechanisms, a
component of downward accountability, and surprisingly seldom studied in the NPO governance litera-
ture. We address this gap in a combined stakeholder/contingency framework by investigating, with a
multiple case design, the perceived quality of beneficiary participation mechanisms (8 Belgian NPOs in
4 industries, 35 semi-structured interviews, 13 focus groups, organizational documents, and 713 ques-
tionnaires).

The following conclusions can be drawn. In general, beneficiaries are recognized as very important
stakeholders. Several of our observations document the positive image board, (middle) management
and (nonpaid) employees have of beneficiary participation mechanisms in place. Also, all board members
and managers are open to the idea of beneficiaries’/representatives’ participation in policy making. Other
findings however indicate that their perceived value should not be overrated, especially when taking into
consideration the perceptions of the beneficiaries themselves. From a theoretical point of view, it has
become clear that a stakeholder theory without acknowledging interactions between stakeholder groups
and their perceptions can only be partial.

From an empirical point of view, we clearly demonstrate that surveying non-beneficiaries on NPOs’
organizational performance and the quality of participation mechanisms frequently results in measure-
ment bias.
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Introduction beneficiaries’ involvement might provide managers and board

members with valuable knowledge on the effectiveness of service

Given the important social and economic role of nonprofit orga-
nizations (NPOs), measuring their effectiveness is key to assess
their performance. Traditionally, a very diverse set of ‘objective’
and measurable criteria such as fundraising efficiency and financial
reserves are applied (Ritchie & Kolodinsky, 2003). However, the
necessity to complement these criteria with perceptions of diverse
nonprofit stakeholders is frequently advocated (Abzug &
Galaskiewicz, 2001; Balser & McClusky, 2005; Herman & Renz,
2008; Hsieh, 2010; Ospina, Diaz & O’Sullivan, 2002; Stone &
Ostrower, 2007). Brown (2005), among others, indicates that by
doing so, the understanding of nonprofit governance and the
quality of the governance practices being developed will increase.
Further, Smith (2010) argues that NPOs that are not exerting
efforts to be accountable towards their beneficiaries possibly
undermine organizational performance and program sustainabil-
ity. Hyndman and McDonnell (2009) additionally argue that
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provision, in a way mirroring the marketing concept of co-creation
(Yi & Gong, 2013)".

When reviewing the literature, there seems to exist a dearth of
empirical research on accountability towards beneficiaries
(Benjamin, 2012; Crawford et al., 2002; Wellens & Jegers, 2011).
Therefore, Hsieh (2010), Hyndman and McDonnell (2009), Kissane
and Gingerich (2004) and Tritter and McCallum (2006) urge for
further research to understand how NPOs' stakeholder-focused
activities can contribute to (perceived) effectiveness. The studies
that do exist show that NPOs, for very diverse reasons, exert less
efforts to fulfill accountability duties towards beneficiaries com-
pared to efforts towards other stakeholders (Candler & Dumont,
2010; LeRoux, 2009b). This is a surprising finding, not only because
of the above reasons, but also because beneficiaries are the stake-
holders who enjoy the services the NPO provides and therefore

1 See also the special section on co-production in the last 2012 issue of Nonprofit
and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, edited by Verschuere, Brandsen, and Pestoff, in which
however beneficiary participation mechanisms as such are ignored.
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might have the right to be involved in decisions that affect their
daily lives (Robson, Begum, & Locke, 2003). Tritter and McCallum
(2006) indicate the importance to assess the effects of involving
beneficiaries in the governance of NPOs. They state that otherwise
professionals will have little confidence in this, and resist attempts
to engage beneficiaries in (co-)developing organizational policies.

These considerations led us to formulate the central research
question of the present paper: what is the quality and impact of
NPOs’ beneficiary participation mechanisms, a component of
downward accountability (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). Providing an-
swers to our research question will contribute to fill the aforemen-
tioned important gap in the literature, and generate insights than
can be useful in NPO (governance) practice. In the Theoretical
background section we explain why stakeholder theory the contin-
gency theory are useful and complementary frameworks for our
research.

Adopting a case study approach, we collected data in eight Bel-
gian NPOs, representing four different industries (health, welfare,
arts, and education). The findings are based on insights gained
through analyzing 35 semi-structured interviews (with board
members, management, and government officials), 13 focus group
interviews (with beneficiaries or their representatives), company
documents, and 713 usable questionnaires.

The following general conclusions can be drawn. In each organi-
zation and supervising government agency, beneficiaries are rec-
ognized as very important stakeholders. Further, numerous other
stakeholder groups expect, for several reasons, that the importance
of downward accountability will increase in the near future. Their
expectations of downward accountability vary, and in addition to
the ‘length of the service relationship and intensity of relationship’
with the beneficiaries, some other contingencies might be of influ-
ence as well: adapting downward accountability mechanisms to
the specific characteristics and needs of beneficiaries/representa-
tives is clearly observed and can be interpreted as looking for spe-
cific solutions in specific circumstances. Organizational financial
distress, on the contrary, was not found to affect the focus on
downward accountability mechanisms.

Several of our findings document the positive image board,
(middle) management and (nonpaid) employees have of existing
mechanisms to involve beneficiaries. Other findings however indi-
cate that currently this should not be overrated. Further, not all
board members and managers are open to the idea of beneficia-
ries’/their representatives’ participation in policymaking. Despite
these resistances, we also observe some positive perceived effects
(for beneficiaries, their representatives, and NPOs in general). Fi-
nally, it has become clear that further research in this domain
can only be of value by effectively transcending the symbolic func-
tion of downward accountability mechanisms.

The next sections are structured as followed: a summary of lit-
erature findings, theoretical background, methodology, the most
important findings, and finally a discussion and conclusion.

Literature review
2.1. Accountability

The concept of accountability has been defined in numerous
ways. Ebrahim (2003a, p. 194) describes it as follows: ‘Accountabil-
ity may be defined as the means through which individuals and
organizations are held externally responsible for their actions
and as the means by which they take internal responsibility for
continuously shaping organizational mission, goals and perfor-
mance.’ This definition stresses that accountability exists in several
dimensions: upward accountability, internal accountability, and
downward accountability. The first refers to accountability

towards donors, foundations and government (Ebrahim, 2005;
Fowler, 1996), the second towards staff and the NPO’s mission,
and the latter towards beneficiaries and communities or regions
indirectly affected by NPO programs (Najam, 1996).We will focus
on downward accountability, since our object of interest is the
beneficiary.

Ebrahim (2003b, p. 813) distinguishes five broad mechanisms
to put accountability into practice: ‘Disclosure statements and re-
ports, performance assessments and evaluations, self-regulation,
social auditing and participation.” The focus of the present paper
is on the last mechanism.

2.2. Beneficiary related literature

The large majority of beneficiary-related literature is based on
studies on the health care industry. Exceptions” pertain to, among
other, the arts industry, the development industry, sports, and the
social service industry. The results of several of these studies show
the positive effects that beneficiaries’ involvement can bring to the
NPO, and/or to the beneficiaries actually involved in policy develop-
ment, and/or to the beneficiaries as a stakeholder group. These ben-
efits include increased effectiveness of delivered services, facilitated
achievement of organizational goals, increased legitimacy, improved
affective commitment among board members (the NPO), feelings of
usefulness, increased self-esteem, learning new things, increased so-
cial capital (beneficiaries involved in policy development), and im-
proved quality of received services (beneficiaries as a stakeholder
group).

It is obvious that this list of advantages is not exhaustive, nor
that these positive effects occur whenever and wherever benefi-
ciary participation mechanisms are implemented. For example,
Voss and Voss (2000) found a negative association between cus-
tomer orientation and organizational performance (attendance
rates and revenues) when studying nonprofit professional theatres.
They argued that when frequent theatregoers are asked about their
preferences, their answers might not reflect what they really want,
as they respond more favorably to innovative, thought-provoking
performances. While studying arts NPOs, Hsieh (2010) also found
that customer orientation contributes very little to organizational
performance. In addition, researchers observe several barriers to
its acceptance. First, Hardina (2011) investigated whether non-
profit managers perceived themselves or their organizations as
being involved in activities that support the inclusion of low-in-
come service consumers in organizational decision making. One-
third reported the preference to use participatory approaches in
day to day practice, but perceived organizational reluctance to
such approaches. Barriers mentioned included the necessity to
obey to rigid rules, bureaucratic requirements, and hierarchical
decision-making structures. In addition, several researchers refer
to the reluctance of some stakeholders (other than beneficiaries)
towards mechanisms involving beneficiaries in the NPO gover-
nance (Dom & Verhoeven, 2006; O’'Dwyer and Unerman, 2009; Sit-
zia, Cotterell, & Richardson, 2006). Some stakeholders question the
beneficiaries’ competences to positively influence policy (e.g. Corn-
wall, 2008). In addition, an important challenge of implementing
participatory mechanisms is the danger of elite representation
(e.g. Cornwall, 2008). It goes without saying that not everyone in-
volved in the organization can participate in decision-making. This
directly leads to exclusion, which is used by numerous stakehold-
ers as an argument against the implementation of beneficiary

2 Such as Balduck, Van Rossem, and Buelens (2010), Barnes and Bennett (1998),
Callahan (2007), Kilby (2006), Kissane and Gingerich (2004), LeRoux and Wright
(2010), McDonald and Sherry (2010), Mercelis, Wellens, and Jegers (2012), Nikkhah
and Redzuan (2009), Ospina, Diaz, and O’Sullivan (2002), Preston and Brown (2004)
and Robson et al. (2003).
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related participatory governance mechanisms. Next, several
researchers stressed the challenge of finding a balance between
the needs, expectations and objectives of various stakeholders
(e.g. Brown, 2002; Guo & Musso, 2007). This might impede the
organization to become beneficiary driven when setting organiza-
tional policies. Results of LeRoux (2009a) and LeRoux and Wright
(2010) illustrate this. Finally, Bess, Prilleltensky, Perkins, and
Collins (2009) also mentioned some barriers to beneficiaries’ par-
ticipation in policymaking: time and resources by the staff, and
the lack of feeling safe or supported, and not having the compe-
tences to add value by the beneficiaries.

Most of the work focusing on beneficiaries is characterized by
several limitations. First, the beneficiary perspective itself is often
not taken into account when assessing performance (Crawford
et al., 2002). Second, regardless of the fact that numerous research-
ers have indicated that beneficiaries’ involvement can be imple-
mented through various participating mechanisms (Andreassen,
2008; Kilby, 2006; Kreindler, 2009; LeRoux, 2009b), studies com-
paring the effectiveness of these mechanisms are extremely rare.
Hester, van de Bovenkamp, Trappenburg, and Grit (2009), among
others, found that even when participation mechanisms exist, they
are not necessarily experienced by the participating beneficiaries
as being powerful.

Theoretical background

Stakeholder theory and contingency theory each can serve as a
useful framework for different aspects of beneficiary participation.

Beneficiary participation in NPOs is obviously related to the
stakeholder theory (Bouckaert & Vandenhove, 1998; Hyndman &
McMahon, 2010). A well-balanced stakeholder management policy
might strengthen the legitimacy and reputation of an organization
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995), which consequently might lead to a
competitive advantage in comparison to other organizations
(Bouckaert & Vandenhove, 1998). Whereas in a profit context the
customer might be considered an ‘instrumental’ stakeholder for
the benefit of the residual claimant (shareholder), this is not the
case in NPOs, which lack a residual claimant due their defining
characteristic, the non-distribution constraint (Hansmann 1987,
p. 28). In fact, one can label the beneficiaries of most NPOs as their
intended residual claimants (be it of their non-monetary ‘profits’),
making them the NPOs’ prime stakeholders, whose aspirations and
needs should be crucial aspects when it comes to organizational
decision making®. It is therefore surprising that the NPO literature
up to now has been primarily concerned with other stakeholders.
The latter have clearly a role to play, and will therefore not be ig-
nored in our research reported below. The focus however is not on
their accountability chains, but on their perceptions on beneficiary
participation issues, which might interact with the eventual benefi-
ciary participation mechanisms in place.

While one might hope for research finding the Holy Grail con-
taining a universally optimal way to make beneficiaries participate
in nonprofit organizational decision making, it will become clear
from our, and others’, observations that this quest will be in vain:
contingencies will affect the effectiveness of participation mecha-
nisms, optimality being obtained once organizational processes,
structures, and technologies are best aligned to specific types of
environments or contingencies such as complexity and dynamism
(Parker & van Witteloostuijn, 2010). To date, we can still state that
the most important feature of a contingency approach is that it

3 For a fully articulated stakeholder approach to NPOs, see Van Puyvelde, Caers, Du
Bois, and Jegers (2012, pp. 433-435), where the beneficiaries are categorized as type 2
external stakeholders (together with clients and members). The other types of
external stakeholders are funders and suppliers. Board members, managers, employ-
eers, and operational volunteers compose the group of internal stakeholders.

rejects the ‘one size fits all’ argument: ‘There is no one best way
to organize that provides optimized measures across all outcomes’

(Zinn & Mor, 1998, p. 369). Consequently, it is very realistic to as- =
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sume that a specific beneficiary related accountability mechanism, 'CJ-""
used in different NPOs and NPO industries, will not always yield A

the same quality rating by the beneficiaries, or receive the same le-
vel of acceptance or appreciation by board, management, employ-
ees and government.

Methodology

Because we want to delve into fine-grained mechanisms and
subtle issues of perception and evaluation, an elaborate case study
research is warranted. To that end, we included NPOs in different
financial conditions and in different industries, and took diverse
NPO stakeholders’ perceptions into account.

4.1. Case selection

The case selection procedure applied is ‘theoretical’, as pre-
scribed by Eisenhardt (1989, p. 537), meaning that sufficient envi-
ronmental variation is guaranteed, and examples of ‘polar types’
are included. Our 8 case organizations came from four industries
(environmental variation) in which there can be no doubt about
the beneficiaries being key components of their missions: the
health, welfare, arts and education industries. For these industries,
all Flemish* NPOs employing more than 20 full-time employees
were extracted from a master list, as we cannot expect small organi-
zations to have full-fledged accountability and participation mecha-
nisms in place. Next, two organizations were drawn for each
industry based on their financial performance: one making profits
for three consecutive years (2006, 2007, 2008), and one suffering
losses for these years (polar examples). The organizations selected
should also be active since 2003 or earlier, and not have gone
through a merger in the 18 months preceding our visit.

This procedure finally resulted in the selection of eight Belgian
NPOs, two organizations in each industry.

Because we focus on topics that might be judged as sensitive/
controversial by the interviewees, we assured anonymity for cases
and participants to increase the willingness of organizations and
individuals to participate and to obtain maximum honesty during
the interviews (Yin, 2009)°.

4.2. Data collection procedure

Multiple data sources data were tapped: primary data from dif-
ferent stakeholders of the participating organizations, and second-
ary (archival) data. Data were collected between November 2010
and December 2011.

First, within each organization, two members of the board (the
chairperson and one other board member being involved for at
least two years in the organization), and the CEO were interviewed
(purposive sampling, n: 24). In addition, we ran focus groups with
beneficiaries or their representatives (convenience sampling, n:
13), interviewed coordinators of beneficiaries’ councils (purposive
sampling, n: 4), and interviewed government officials overseeing
the four industries (purposive sampling, n: 5). Each of the 13 focus
groups consisted of five to nine participants. As the two arts

4 Flanders is the Dutch speaking part of Belgium. We confined our sample to
Flanders to be able to fully grasp the subtleties of the responses given by our
interviewees. The other part of Belgium is French speaking.

5 To give some examples on how this was achieved: no identifying sign was present
on a questionnaire or envelope, the boxes in which the questionnaires were collected
could not be opened without avoiding that this would be noticed by the researchers,
and questionnaires answered by email were sent directly to the researchers.
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Table 1
Questionnaire: response frequencies and column percentages.
Nursing Nursing Institution for Institution for School  School  Artinstitute  Art institute  Total
home CP (%) home CL (%) disabled persons  disabled persons  CP (%) CL (%) CP (%) CL (%)
CP (%) CL (%)
Board of directors 79 56 44 105 53 25 754 521 45
Management 11 22 66 63 84 49 215 417 33
Employees 5875 3844 5960 12467 14883 2653 431 1042 467
Volunteers 00 2731 66 126 00 00 00 00 45
Middle management 00 33 1616 1910 00 00 00 521 43
Beneficiaries 1114 78 00 00 1811 1735 00 00 53
Representatives of beneficiaries 00 56 77 158 00 00 00 00 27
Total 77 87 98 186 179 49 13 24 713

CP = consecutive profits (2006-2008) and CL = consecutive losses (2006-2008).

organizations did not deem focus group interviews with beneficia-
ries feasible, an interview was held with the marketing manager
(n: 2).

All the interviews were semi-structured. During the interviews
two aims were put forward: the intent was to become familiar
with the organization (more specifically with its culture, history,
and structure), and to explore in depth the beneficiary related
accountability mechanisms. The content of the interviews was
structured along these objectives. All interviews were conducted
on a 1:5-9 basis (focus groups) or 1:1 basis (other interviews),
and lasted on average 1.5 h. Upon completion of each interview,
reflective memo-notes were written to record thoughts, observa-
tions, and field issues such as respondents’ openness. The tran-
scripts of the interviews were sent to all interviewees for
validation. None of the interviewees asked to change a transcript.

Concurrently with the interviews, a questionnaire was distrib-
uted to board members, management, employees, and, if applica-
ble, volunteers linked to one of our eight case organizations. The
board members and CEOs who were interviewed received prior
to their interview a questionnaire, the distribution of all other
questionnaires was organized by random sampling. The question-
naire had a broader scope, but for this paper only the questions re-
lated to the NPOs’ beneficiaries are relevant. The organizational
effectiveness questionnaire of Herman and Renz (2004) was in-
cluded as well, to assess the respondents’ perceptions on organiza-
tional effectiveness®. Questionnaires were either sent by email or
delivered on paper.

As the persons participating in the focus group interviews (ben-
eficiaries or their representatives) were sometimes limited in their
capabilities to read or answer all survey questions appropriately
(fatigue/limited concentration), they were only asked to complete
under guidance of the researcher the brief Herman and Renz
(2004) questionnaire on organizational effectiveness, at the start
of the actual focus group interview. These were used to assess dif-
ferences in performance assessments between beneficiaries/repre-
sentatives and the other stakeholders.

The overall questionnaires’ response rate is 61.8% (713/1153) or
59% (633/1073) when excluding the beneficiaries or their repre-
sentatives, in which case 63% of the respondents were women,
and 92% had more than 6 months of seniority in one of the case
organizations. In Table 1, a detailed overview is given of the
responding stakeholders, per stakeholder category and per
organization.

Finally, organizational documents and the organizations’ web-
sites (if available) were studied to obtain a more objective insight
in some aspects of downward accountability and organizational
effectiveness.

6 We translated this short questionnaire into Dutch, and back into English (a native
speaker) to check the validity of the translation. The back translation was sent to R.D.
Herman, and was approved by him.

As Creswell and Clark (2007) and Yin (2009) recommend, a pilot
case (obviously not in one of the eight organizations reported on in
this paper) was performed wherein the interview protocols (semi-
structured interviews and focus group interviews) and the ques-
tionnaires were tested. The pilot testing generated constructive
feedback on the content and the format of the data collection
instruments.

4.3. Data quality assurance

To make sure that the study’s findings are based on converging
information from both qualitative and survey data collection ef-
forts, we followed the mixed methods data analysis stages as pro-
posed by Onwuegbuzie and Teddlie (2003). These are: (a) data
reduction, (b) data display, (c) data correlation, (d) data consolida-
tion, (e) data comparison, and (f) data integration. In preparation to
the qualitative data reduction phase, all tape recorded interviews
were transcribed verbatim. The coding of the interview data re-
sulted in eight main categories (e.g. ‘Desired accountability mech-
anisms’), and five additional levels of subcategories (e.g.
‘Innovative services’ = level 3, ‘Beneficiaries being unable to know
what they want’ = level 4). An overview of all categories is avail-
able upon request. The questionnaire responses were analyzed
with SAS 9.3.

To further increase the quality of the study, several principles
recommended by Onwuegbuzie and Teddlie (2003) and/or Polit
and Beck (2004) and/or Yin (2009) were applied: (a) in a manner
encouraging convergent lines of inquiry, multiple sources of evi-
dence were included in the study, (b) a case study protocol and a
case study database (a formal assembly of evidence distinct from
the final case study report) were developed by the researchers,
(c) the transcripts of the interviews were sent to interviewees for
validation of data accuracy (see also above), (d) peer debriefings
were performed, and (e) a chain of evidence was created, making
sure there are direct links among the questions asked, the data col-
lected, and the conclusions drawn.

5. Findings
5.1. Beneficiary participation mechanisms in place

Table 2 shows the variety in existing beneficiary participation
mechanisms observed from the data collected in our eight cases.
Examples are the appointment of an ombudsperson, a suggestions
box, a beneficiaries’ council, a representative being an (observing)
board member or member of the general assembly. Besides infor-
mal mechanisms, administering a satisfaction survey (without pro-
viding feedback to the participants), and the presence of a formal
complaint mechanism are the most frequently observed. There is
no clear difference in the degree of implemented mechanisms be-
tween organizations that are characterized by consecutive losses
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Table 2
Beneficiary related evaluation and participation mechanisms in the organization.

School CP* School CL Nursing home CP Nursing home Disabled persons Art institute CP Art institute CL

CL CP
Ombuds person

Disabled persons CL

Ombuds person  Ombuds person Ombuds person

Formal Formal Formal Formal Formal mechanism Formal mechanism to complain Formal
mechanism to mechanism to mechanism to mechanism to  to complain (confidential) (complaint mechanism to
complain complain complain complain (confidential) commission, including a complain (no
(confidential) (confidential) (confidential) (confidential) beneficiaries’ representative) guarantee of

confidentiality)
Suggestion box Suggestion box

Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction Satisfaction survey Satisfaction survey (written, Satisfaction Satisfaction survey
survey survey (written, survey (written  survey (written (written with with possibility of receiving survey (written  (written and
(written, without without feedback) without possibility of feedback) and online, online, without
mostly feedback) feedback) receiving feedback) without feedback)
without feedback)
feedback)

Beneficiaries’ Beneficiaries’ Beneficiaries’
council (with council council (without
family members) (without election)
(without election) election)
Beneficiaries’ Beneficiaries’  Beneficiarie’ Beneficiaries’ representatives
representatives representatives representatives council (with election)
council (without council council (with
election) (without election)
election)
Family® Family platform Family® circle
platform

Indirect ¢ Indirect Representative is  Representative is an observing
representative representative is an observing member during board meetings
is a member of a member of the member during
the board board board meetings

Indirect Indirect
representative representative is
is a member of a member of the
the general general assembly
assembly

Newly developing Newly developing Newly developing Highly developed
marketing marketing marketing marketing
department department and department and department and
and related related strategy related strategy related strategy
strategy

Informal Informal Informal Informal Informal Informal Informal Informal

2 CP = consecutive profits (2006-2008) and CL = consecutive losses (2006-2008).

> During a family platform (takes place at least once a year), the NPO’s staff mainly provides information to family members, some time is left for family input, all
representatives are welcome.

¢ During a family circle, people focus on the organization of social activities for the beneficiaries (members meet once a month on average), all representatives are welcome,
no governance topics are discussed.

4 With an indirect beneficiaries’ representative, we mean someone working for a professional association, not necessarily knowing beneficiaries of the organization. A
direct beneficiaries’ representative is someone who is closely related to someone/a few persons who make use of the NPO's services, e.g. a parent of a disabled child or a
family member of an elderly living in a nursing home.

Table 3
Overall organizational effectiveness score (1: minimal; 7: maximal) for each stakeholder group by organization.
Board of Management Middle Employees Volunteers Beneficiaries Representatives
directors management of beneficiaries
Nursing home CP 54(0.7)n=7 53(0)n=1 / 5.0(09)n=57 / 53(1.0)n=8 /
Nursing home CL 57(08)n=4 48(1.2)n=2 45(0.7)n=3 49(1.6)n=38 55(1.6)n=27 53(19)n=7 55(1.0)n=5
Institution for disabled persons CP 5.1 (0.8)n=4 45(13)n=6 47(1.5)n=16 4.5(1.9)n=58 6.0(1.6)n=5 / 47 (1.1)n=7
Institution for disabled persons CL 5.7 (1.3)n=10 5.1(14)n=6 49(1.8)n=19 53(1.8)n=123) 57(1.5)n=10 | 58(2.7)n=14
School CP 55(1.7)n=5 55(09)n=8 | 49(21)n=148 | 44(16)n=18 |
School CL 50(13)n=2  53(09)n=4 | 5.0 (2.6)n=26 / 4725 n=17 |
Art institute CP 57(1.7)n=7 55(0.7)n=2 | 5.1(05)n=4 / / /
Art institute CL 6.1(08)n=5 53(08)n=4 56(13)n=5 56 (24)n=10 / / /

(Standard deviation), / = does not exist in the organization.

or profits. The government, through imposed rules and standards,
plays a significant role in the diversity observed. For example, in
the Belgian welfare sector, certain types of organizations are leg-
ally obliged to include a beneficiaries’ representative as an observ-
ing member at the board. In certain types of organizations in the
health and welfare industries, one is obliged to install a beneficia-
ries’ council or a beneficiaries’ representatives council.

In Table 3, the average organizational effectiveness score attrib-
uted by each stakeholder group for each organization is shown
(Herman & Renz, 2004). All stakeholder groups rate their NPO’s
effectiveness as average to high but differ in their judgments with-
in and across industries. The relevance of not only taking board and
management’s opinions into consideration to gain insight in the
overall organizational effectiveness is demonstrated by these
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Alignment (1: none; 7: complete) between the expectations the beneficiaries had of the NPO before making use of its services and their eventual experience: perception by

stakeholder group.

L. Wellens, M. Jegers/European Management Journal xxx (2014) xXx-xxx

Board of directors Management Middle management Employees Volunteers

Nursing home CP 6.0 0)n=5 50(0)n=1 / 49 (1.6) n=53 /
Nursing home CL 5.5(0.6)n=4 6.0(0)n=2 5.0(1.0)n=3 5.1 (0.9) n=36 53(1.0)n=23
Institution for disabled persons CP 5.3(05)n=4 50(1.2)n=6 47 (11)n=15 42 (1.2)n=43 400)n=1
Institution for disabled persons CL 5.9(08)n=9 5.8(04)n=6 53(1.0)n=18 5.5(0.7) n=108 5.7(1.0)n=6
School CP 58(05)n=4 6.0(0)n=8 / 50(1.2)n=136 /
School CL 6.0(14)n=2 50(14)n=4 / 5.0(1.0)n=26 /
Art institute CP 6.0 (0.6)n=7 6.0 (0)n=2) / 45(1.0)n=4 /
Art institute CL 6.6 (0.6)n=5 6.3 (05)n=4 53(06)n=4 56(09)n=9 /

(Standard deviation), / = does not exist in the organization.

Table 5

Quality of interactions with the beneficiaries as perceived by stakeholders (1: very bad; 7: very good).

Board of directors Management Middle management Employees Volunteers

Nursing home CP 32(11)n=5 500)n=1 / 49 (1.1)n=55 53(1.1)n=23
Nursing home CL 50(0)n=1 55(0.7)n=2 53(1.2)n=3 5.1(09)n=36 /
Institution for disabled persons CP 43 (1.0)n=4 45 (06)n=6 48 (1.0)n=16 48 (1.0)n=48 47 (06)n=3
Institution for disabled persons CL 44 (1.6)n=10 5.7(0.8)n=6 54(0.8)n=18 53(0.8)n=116 42 (20)n=6
School CP 57(06)n=3 50(09)n=8 / 52(09)n=142 /
School CL 3.0(14)n=2 50(0.8)n=4 / 5.0(1.0)n=26 /
Art institution CP 5.2(08)n=6 55(0.7)n=2 / 500)n=4 /
Art institution CL 55(0.7)n=4 5.7(06)n=3 47 (06)n=4 53(09)n=9 /

(Standard deviation), / = does not exist in the organization.

findings, especially when looking at the assessments given by the
beneficiaries/representatives, which are the lowest in the two
schools, and almost always lower than the board members’ assess-
ments (which are frequently used in NPO research). This suggests
that in a lot of instances other stakeholders do not always have a
realistic idea about the beneficiaries’ needs, a problem which
might be remedied by having installed effective beneficiary partic-
ipation mechanisms. With the other stakeholders, differences are
less systematic, but in a number of cases quite substantial. Hence,
in the next sections we turn to the beneficiary participation mech-
anisms in place.

5.2. Beneficiary participation: the rather positive story

Table 4 describes the extent to which board members, (middle)
management, employees and volunteers think there is an align-
ment between the expectations the beneficiaries had of the NPO
before making use of its services and their eventual experience.
All stakeholder groups perceive the degree of alignment to be aver-
age to high. This finding suggests that beneficiaries’ expectations of
the NPO are perceived to be known and understood, possibly
implying that the beneficiaries or their representatives are per-
ceived to have effective channels to communicate their needs.
Within and across organizations, board members and management
perceive the alignment to be higher in comparison to middle man-
agement, employees and volunteers. There is no succinct relation
between the scores of stakeholders and organizational financial
health, nor do we see a clear pattern between industries.

The different stakeholder groups were also asked to assess the
quality of interactions with the beneficiaries (Table 5). With excep-
tion of two stakeholder groups across all industries, a score of suf-
ficient or more than sufficient was reported. In more than half of
the organizations management rated quality of interactions the
highest in comparison to other stakeholders of the same NPO.
Board members scored the quality of interactions in half of the
organizations the lowest. Interviews revealed that in both arts
organizations it is a normal practice to reward board members

for their efforts by offering them free concert tickets, stimulating
them to have contact with/be close to the beneficiaries.

Focusing on the interview answers of beneficiaries, beneficia-
ries’ representatives, persons professionally involved in the NPO,
and government representatives, on what their desired beneficiary
participation mechanisms are, the following is noticed. The prefer-
ence for a specific mechanism seems to depend strongly on the
kind of service that one receives/provides. For example, none of
the interviewed students following courses between 6 months
and 3 years, considered it useful to participate in a students’ coun-
cil (n=39, focus group interviews). The importance of a well-
developed questionnaire, an ombudsperson, and an anonymous
complaint box was however emphasized by them, in that order
of importance.

‘A students’ council ... that is not feasible here, this is only a two-
year course for many .. You are in high school for six years .. there
you can have an impact .. But here.. that is not going to work .. it
depends on how much energy you want to put into it .. ." (Student).

As the length of the service relationship increases and/or the
intensity of the relationship augments, there is more (internal) dis-
closure and reporting, and there are more evaluation opportunities
and more (involved) ways of participation in policymaking, despite
beneficiaries/representatives being more afraid to ‘complain’/par-
ticipate themselves when the dependency on a service increases
(see further).

In addition to ‘length of the service relationship and intensity of
relationship’, some other factors influence the perceived need for
participatory mechanisms. Especially in arts institutions, the value
of an online application to increase their (inter)national customer
base is stressed. The value of a well-functioning marketing depart-
ment is also emphasized, not only by both arts institutions, but
also by the schools. Interviewees argue that when their beneficia-
ries are directly asked about their preferences of music/courses,
answers do not reflect what they really want. The marketing direc-
tors of both arts institutions argue that beneficiaries respond more
favorably to innovative, thought-provoking creative products. This
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finding is consisting with results of Voss and Voss (2000) and Hsieh
(2010). The first found a negative association between customer
orientation and organizational performance (attendance rates
and revenues) when studying nonprofit professional theatres.
The latter also found while studying arts NPOs that customer ori-
entation contributes very little to organizational performance.

This observed diversity in desired participation mechanisms is
compatible with the observation that the differences in imple-
mented mechanisms between diverse industries are large. In Ta-
ble 2, we also saw that in the organizations of the health and
welfare industries, more (time) intensive mechanisms are present.

Furthermore, of all persons who filled out the complete ques-
tionnaire (not the beneficiaries or their representatives that is),
only 6.8% (43/633) indicated on an open survey question that it
would be better if beneficiaries would be involved differently in
organizational policymaking. These 43 persons are one director,
40 employees and two volunteers, and none of the responding
managers. Five of them indicated to be in favor of a reduction in
the degree of beneficiaries’ involvement, arguing that such prac-
tices increase governance complexity and/or that the beneficiaries
involved are not representative for the other beneficiaries. The
other 38 persons stressed the need for more involvement of bene-
ficiaries in policymaking.

The interviews additionally reveal that diverse stakeholder
groups in both nursing homes and institutions for disabled persons
associate current participatory governance mechanisms rarely
with normative benefits but frequently with instrumental benefits.
Only in these types of NPOs, beneficiaries’ councils/beneficiaries’
representatives councils are present. In total, 76 persons were
interviewed in these four organizations. Normative benefits were
only mentioned by two board members, one manager and two
coordinators of a beneficiaries’ representatives council.

‘Parents have the right be involved; after all it is all about their chil-
dren’ (Coordinator, institution for disabled persons).

Instrumental benefits were mentioned by numerous stakehold-
ers. Across stakeholder groups, 29 citations coming from different
persons referred to the value of beneficiaries’ involvement in orga-
nizational policymaking as a way to increase responsiveness to
beneficiaries’ needs and/or sustainability of implemented changes.
Participatory governance mechanisms were mentioned 18 times in
the context of ‘ways to obtain organizational information’, mainly
by beneficiaries and their representatives. One board member
mentioned the value of inspiring representatives to raise money,
two members of a beneficiaries’ representatives council stressed
the value of being able to indirectly influence government polices
through managerial networks. One member of a beneficiaries’ rep-
resentatives council mentioned to feel useful in this way, and three
beneficiaries, two coordinators, and one board member mentioned
the coziness for participants as an added value. Callahan (2007),
Halvorsen (2003), Nikkhah and Redzuan (2009) and Rowe and Fre-
wer (2000) refer in their studies to rather similar benefits, though
we did not find citations referring to increased self-confidence of
beneficiaries involved in policymaking and beneficiaries feeling
more useful.

‘That person [beneficiaries’ representative who has a seat as an
observer at the board] can formulate remarks or ideas coming from
other parents or beneficiaries .. Remarks/ideas which we have not
thought of initially. .. which is why I find such a practice useful’
(Board member, institution for disabled persons).

‘It gives me the feeling of being useful, helping to take care of .. It
gives me pleasure that I can add something, that I am listened to,
and that something is done with what I indicate. So yes, I benefit
from it myself, I say that honestly’ (Beneficiaries’ representative
in a council, nursing home).

To end this ‘positive story’ we note that board members and

management as well as government officials expect that the
importance of downward accountability in general might increase ='!

ledo

in the future. An important argument for this is a financial one. In 'CJ-ﬁ
line with the evolution worldwide, there is a tendency in Belgium A

for government grants to NPOs to be reduced. This increases the
pressure on NPOs to actively ‘recruit’ and ‘tie’ beneficiaries to the
organization (and additionally being able to increase service prices
without the risk that people would turn their backs to the organi-
zation). Furthermore, there is also the fact that in a number of
industries (e.g. health and welfare industries) government demon-
strates an increased interest in for-profit initiatives that can pro-
vide services to beneficiaries originally exclusively served by
NPOs or public providers. This stimulates some NPOs to create
(an even) better alignment between the NPO’s activities and their
beneficiaries’ expectations. The rationale behind this is that NPOs
will have to prove they can provide services of better quality in
comparison to profit driven organizations.

Finally, one observes that implementing participatory mecha-
nisms is increasingly imposed by law, for example to get an accred-
itation as a welfare institute. This may be related to the social
evolution in which beneficiaries and their representatives stand up
for their rights and needs, and thereby affect the legislative process.

5.3. Beneficiary participation: the (more) negative story

Although the previous section creates the impression of well-
functioning participation mechanisms, a first signal of the contrary
is the following. What is not shown in Table 4, is the percentage of
persons answering to have no clue about the fit between the ben-
eficiaries’ expectations and experiences: 12% (weighted average) of
all board members across industries, 9% (weighted) of all employ-
ees (i.e. people working on a day to day basis with beneficiaries),
and 49% of all volunteers. Managers always expressed an opinion
on this. A possible explanation for the employees might be related
to the high workload most nonprofit employees are confronted
with, reducing the time and energy to gain insight in beneficiaries’
needs and experiences (e.g. Needleman et al., 2011).

‘We understand that employees must do their work.. they have to
take care of everything .. they must do a lot .. they must really do
a lot. .. they have no time left to talk to us’ (Beneficiaries’ repre-
sentative in a council, institution for disabled persons).

In what follows, we will also show that when one wants to as-
sess, be it in practice or in a research context, the quality of an
organization’s beneficiary participation mechanisms, it is insuffi-
cient to rely only on (internal) company documents.

To gain insight in beneficiaries’ needs and experiences, it seems
important to offer them the opportunity to complain formally. This
can also be seen as a basic form of beneficiaries’ participation in
policymaking. As shown in Table 2, the majority of the case NPOs
have a formal complaint mechanism for their beneficiaries/benefi-
ciaries’ representatives. In the questionnaire, board members,
(middle) management and (nonpaid) employees were asked about
the existence of such a mechanism in their organization. Of all 626
persons answering this question, 22% had ‘no idea’, a percentage
also found in the sample of employees. This is remarkable as they
have day to day contact with beneficiaries and are therefore in an
excellent position to refer an unsatisfied beneficiary/beneficiary’s
representative to the complaints procedure. About one third of
the employees who knew about the existence of a complaint
mechanism did not know whether complaints are treated confi-
dentially. Furthermore, the majority of the beneficiaries/represen-
tatives are not aware of any complaints procedure, even not the
majority of those who participate in a council. In both case schools,
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none of the 37 interviewed students knew about the existence of
an ombudsperson.

As shown in Table 2, the majority of NPOs also state to survey
beneficiaries/their representatives. Across organizations, numer-
ous criticisms were formulated by interviewed beneficiaries/repre-
sentatives, revealing that in most cases feedback was not provided
to the participants, let alone that potential participants would be
allowed to participate in the questionnaires’ development. Surveys
were sometimes perceived as being too difficult to be filled out
properly. Furthermore, especially in schools where some programs
last for one year or less, there is no incentive for students to fill out
questionnaires properly once they have graduated. Several stu-
dents additionally mention that questionnaires were distributed
before the exams, without ensuring confidential treatment of
information. Only two board members, active in the same school,
questioned the surveys’ quality. Other board members and man-
agement seem not to be aware of these problems.

Another aspect illustrating the insufficiency of relying only on
organizational documents to assess participatory mechanisms is
the following. Probing organizational disclosures and reports to-
wards stakeholders, we generally found that their accessibility var-
ies, even between persons belonging to the same stakeholder
group in one organization (e.g. minutes of meetings/feedback on
questionnaire results). This information asymmetry increases the
chances of creating an elite group within one stakeholder group,
making it difficult, for example, for shy or socially isolated benefi-
ciaries/representatives to enter well-informed into a dialogue with
other stakeholders (Gijselinckx, Coates, & Deneffe, 2011). Benefi-
ciaries and representatives who are aware of this information
asymmetry within and across stakeholder groups, report feelings
of frustration. Some stress the value of informal contacts as a sub-
stitute to gather information.

‘...And really, in terms of information .. you merely have nothing ..
just a little book, that is very difficult to understand sometimes....
..... It’s just the system in general causing sometimes so much frus-
tration that you feel somewhat demotivated’ (Student).

A last example of the insufficiency of relying only on organiza-
tional documents to assess beneficiary participation mechanisms is
the following. A repeatedly reported frustration of mainly benefi-
ciaries and their representatives is the feeling that the symbolic
nature of participation mechanisms dominates effectively partici-
pating in organizational policymaking. Not all organizations seem
equally exposed to this problem; the more dependent people be-
come on the NPO'’s services, the more frustrations are reported. A
lot seems to depend on who of the NPO’s staff is in direct contact
with the beneficiaries/representatives (see also below).

‘We are being heard, but ... they are not truly listening to us’ (Ben-
eficiaries’ representative in a council, institution for disabled
persons).

‘We addressed that specific problems, but nothing happened ...
(Beneficiaries’ representative in a council, institution for dis-
abled persons).

‘We want to help them think .. Here they grossly underestimate the
expertise of the parents. One sees it as an interference’ (Beneficia-
ries’ representative in a council, institution for disabled persons).
‘As we cannot do it as staff members, as we are not listened to .. the
beneficiary as well will not be listened to ..’ (Coordinator of a ben-
eficiaries’ council, institution for disabled persons).

‘And after a while you start saying, it doesn’t help anyway, so what
is the point of saying it, so ...you just keep your mouth shut’
(Student).

This recurrently mentioned lack of impact on organizational
policy and the frustrations associated with it are in sharp contrast

to the earlier mentioned rather small percentage (38/633) of board
members, (middle) management, and (nonpaid) employees indi-
cating that beneficiaries should be more involved in organizational
policymaking. What the majority of staff and board members did
indicate during interviews, is that it becomes increasingly chal-
lenging to find a balance between the interests of the different
stakeholders.

‘Beneficiaries’ expectations can be high, and it is not always possi-
ble to fulfill them ...... The objectives of the beneficiaries and the
organization need to be aligned ... I suspect that in reality, this is
not always the case’ (Coordinator, nursing home).

This struggle of finding a balance between stakeholders’ inter-
ests might also (partly) explain why Table 4 portrays a less than
perfect fit between beneficiaries’ expectations and perceived real-
ity. In consistency with the literature (e.g. LeRoux, 2009b), inter-
view data furthermore reveal that board members and
management members of all NPOs attach most importance to
knowing and fulfilling funders’ desires due to their financial
dependence.

‘In recent years we had to deviate partly from our mission to
become financially healthy again... this touches us, it cuts into
our flesh .. it touches upon the existence of the organization’
(Manager).

‘... it always revolves around the financial stuff, one denies that
often, but it is a fact .. (Coordinator of a beneficiaries’ council,
nursing home).

‘In terms of communication and participation, much can be
improved ... it is about money.. the money they get from the gov-
ernment’ (Beneficiary’s representative, not in a council, institu-
tion for disabled persons).

‘Beneficiaries may ask but .. resources always get priority, these
resources are not linked to the wishes of the beneficiaries.. the orga-
nization is not always to blame .. imposed by the government’
(Coordinator of a beneficiaries’ council, institution for disabled
persons).

Other observations based on interview responses by various
stakeholders in relation to beneficiary participation are the
following.

Of all interviewed beneficiaries and representatives, beneficia-
ries’ representatives active in the council of the loss-making nurs-
ing home and the loss-making institution for disabled persons
value their role in the organization and their impact on organiza-
tional policymaking the most. Numerous interviewees who are ac-
tive in these councils stress the value of a council’s coordinator:
someone who is present during each meeting, who provides infor-
mation and leaves room for discussion, and is employed by the
organization. In both institutions for disabled persons, beneficia-
ries’ representatives active in a council prefer the general manager
(CEO) to be present during each meeting (according to Belgian law
the general manager needs only be present when invited). In the
loss-making institution, the manager is indeed present in most of
the meetings, contrary to the situation in the profitable institution.
Representatives active in that organization interpret the absence of
this manager as a sign of not valuing the council and the people
behind it. In both institutions for disabled persons, empathy and
willingness to listen are mentioned as highly valued characteristics
of the general manager by beneficiaries’ representatives (both
members and non-members of the council). In both nursing
homes beneficiaries and representatives who are active in a council
like the presence of an employee who is not the general manager.
They then are less inhibited in speaking out. This finding,
people not always feeling safe to say whatever, whenever, can be
related to the following. Several interviews reveal that when
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beneficiaries/representatives become more dependent on the ser-
vices of the NPO, there is more fear, rightly or wrongly, for negative
consequences of complaining not anonymously, let alone partici-
pate in a council. Individuals explain that they are afraid to receive
services of lower quality for themselves or their family members.
Several coordinators and two managers confirm the possibility of
employees being indignant or angry when they hear that beneficia-
ries are not satisfied with the services provided.

‘I do not want to be considered as the person who always com-
plains... I do not like that ... I would not want him [referring to
the beneficiary] to become the victim of that’ (Beneficiary’s repre-
sentative, not in a council, institution for disabled persons).

‘If you would complain too much, one would force you to leave the
housing community... I have experienced it like that' (Benefi-
ciary’s representative, not in a council, institution for disabled
persons).

‘It took a long time before we really could build a relationship of
trust with the members of the beneficiaries’ council ... before they
were honest with us’ (Coordinator beneficiaries’ council, nursing
home).

In both nursing homes, more than half of the interviewed ben-
eficiaries (total n=21; both members and non-members of the
council) stress the value of venting negative feelings about the
organization to family members. About half of these beneficiaries
explain that family members themselves do not want to address
their problems to the NPO’s staff. The other half explicitly asks
family members not to do anything with the information provided.
In case they find out that family members are not keeping the
information to themselves, less information is given to them in
the future.

‘When I have a complaint, I keep it to myself... I don’t dare to talk
about it ... the staff will remember ... I don’t even discuss it with
my children as they might want to talk about it with staff ...
(Beneficiary, not in a council, nursing home).

This finding can be related to the questionnaire data on overall
organizational effectiveness. As shown in Table 6, beneficiaries of
the education industry score overall organizational effectiveness
lower than beneficiaries of the health industry. This could as well
be a signal of (heavily) dependent persons being less critical due
to fear of negative consequences, negatively influencing the bene-
ficiaries’ impact on organizational policymaking. The following
citation is also an illustration of this:

‘It is purely a hobby [following courses] . .. in a nursing home, man-
agers will decide what services you need.. that is a completely
different situation ..’ (Student).

As mentioned earlier, both the healthcare and welfare indus-
tries are characterized by elected statutory beneficiaries’/represen-
tatives’ councils. In a number of cases, this is a purely symbolic
matter:

‘One is legally obliged to organize four council meetings a year, and
sometimes it is just... organize to organize ... I dare to admit that.
But .. as you are forced to organize them, meetings do take place ..
And at certain moments, I really think that it is necessary to orga-
nize these gatherings’ (Coordinator of a beneficiaries’ council,
nursing home).

Some additional aspects can be related to the limited impact/
resistance towards participating or letting participate:

e Numerous interviewees from diverse stakeholder groups men-
tion the lack of candidates for these councils, and give several
(combinations of) reasons for this.

Table 6
Beneficiaries’ overall organizational effectiveness scores (1: minimal; 7: maximal).
Stakeholders N Obs Mean Std Dev
Nursing home CP Beneficiaries 11 53 0.99
Nursing home CL Beneficiaries 7 53 0.91
School CP Beneficiaries 18 44 0.64
School CL Beneficiaries 17 4.7 0.93

Forty percent of the included beneficiaries and representatives
who are not active in a council of a nursing home/institution for
disabled persons (total n=20), expressed to lack the necessary
knowledge and experience to play a valuable role in such bodies.

‘I cannot organize things .. what would I have to do within that
council .’ (Beneficiary’s representative, not in a council, nursing
home).

Four beneficiaries/representatives argued to be too afraid to
participate in a council, fearing negative consequences of being
critical. A lack of time was mentioned two times by representatives
as a reason for not participating.

‘Again less spare time .. no, I do not want to participate in such a
council’ (Beneficiary’s representative, not in a council).

Five representatives, coming from different organizations, did
not even know about the existence or the concrete functioning of
a representatives’ council, two representatives perceived the
socio-cultural gap between themselves and members currently
active in the representatives’ council as too big. Five representa-
tives of different organizations also argued that ‘their participation
would not offer added value as things are going well in the organiza-
tion for the beneficiary.’ One representative argued that the respon-
sibility of being a council’s member is too high. Five beneficiaries/
representatives also argued that the meeting contents are not
adapted to their needs, causing a lack of interest. O'Dwyer and
Unerman (2009) also refer to a shortage of beneficiaries willing
to participate. But in contrast to our study, they mainly stress the
lack of interest among beneficiaries, whereas we find a much wider
range of reasons.

When looking at the reasons that other stakeholders associate
with the lack of candidates (n=22: board members, managers,
coordinators, beneficiaries and representatives active in a council),
we see little agreement with the aforementioned factors. For
example, the lack of capacities is never mentioned, eight persons
refer to a lack of interest, three persons refer to fear, three persons
mention a lack of time and seven persons state that as people per-
ceive things to be going well for the beneficiary there is no added
value to offer by participating.

e Across our eight organizations board members and manage-
ment frequently referred to the limited value of beneficiaries/
representatives participation in policymaking, as also discussed
by Dom and Verhoeven (2006), O'Dwyer and Unerman, (2009),
and Sitzia et al. (2006). ‘beneficiaries’ lack of knowledge and
expertise’ and ‘danger of creating elite groups’. Several board
members and managers, across organizations, argued that for-
mal beneficiary participation structures are (too) time intensive
and increase the governance complexity.

‘A participatory approach always requires more time and energy
than a non-participatory approach. When using a participatory
approach, beneficiaries can formulate suggestions or requests that
staff does not like’ (Manager).

‘I don’t think there is a need to create the structure of a beneficia-
ries’ council in the organization ... I think it is rather something
that slows down your evolution. ..." (Manager).
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A remarkable difference can be seen in the attitudes of board
members and management active in institutions that are legally
required to allow a direct representative at board meetings, and
the attitudes of board members and management members of
nursing homes that are not required to do this. In the latter, with
the exception of one person, all interviewed board members and
managers of both NPOs were against the presence of a representa-
tive, whereas only one person from the institutions of disabled per-
sons (where representation of beneficiaries is mandatory) was
absolutely not in favor of such a practice. In addition to the most
frequently heard reflections justifying a negative attitude against
beneficiary participation (‘they lack knowledge and expertise’/‘dan-
ger of creating elite groups’), a few board members argued that
the presence of beneficiaries/representatives at the board increases
the chance of becoming too operational and superficial in decision
making. Two board members also wondered how to deal with
problems of confidentiality and liability.

e A large share of those few beneficiaries/representatives willing
to participate in organizational policymaking are associated
with being elite. The danger of/experience with elite represen-
tation is not only mentioned by a few beneficiaries and repre-
sentatives who are not active in a council, numerous board
members and managers refer to it as well. The threat of elite
representation is also mentioned in other studies (e.g. Cornwall,
2008).

Also in the context of elite representation, the value of the coun-
cil’s coordinator is referred to (see also above).

Further, within one and the same organization one frequently
finds several types of beneficiaries and representatives, due to
health related, economic, social and cultural differences. Board
and management across organizations find it challenging to deal
with this diversity. Some of them argue that the inability to harmo-
nize participatory governance structures to beneficiaries’/repre-
sentatives’ characteristics and needs, stimulates the formation of
elite groups.

‘How we organize councils nowadays, .. it does not work for some
of our people.. I must acknowledge that with deep regret .... you do
not get the input you need to get .. .. I have to search for more
original ways to involve these persons .. we are not there yet,
definitely not’ (Manager).

‘It is not that I have a university degree! ... They [the members of a
council] use very difficult words when talking, we do not under-
stand what they say ... neither their reports’ (Beneficiary’s repre-
sentative, not in a council, institution for disabled persons).

A final ‘elite related’ topic is the difficulty of finding a balance
between those willing to participate in a council and those who
are capable of representing others and adding value. As can be seen
in Table 2, in both nursing homes no formal elections are held: per-
sons are asked by staff members themselves to join a council. In
the past, elections were organized in both nursing homes. One of
the main reasons for ending this practice is that persons were often
not elected for their abilities to participate in meetings and cor-
rectly representing others. However, it was difficult, if not impos-
sible, for professional staff to interfere in the nomination process.

‘During a short period of time we had a chair in the beneficiaries’
council .. but then the quarrels began between the beneficiaries ..
.Someone was elected with numerous votes who did not have
the capacities to speak in public. .. Then you have no good chairman
... He was elected, that was a great honor .. it was really mostly
about that .. winning the election, rather than. .. And then you start
hearing statements like: ‘what is he saying, I never understand him
... itis difficult’. It was a good idea to try, but the result was not as
expected’ (Coordinator beneficiaries’ council).

In both institutions for disabled persons, elections are still orga-
nized but these are of little value as both organizations have more
seats available than there are candidates, so everybody willing to
participate may do so.

e To conclude this part, some attention should also be given
to the observed lack of feedback: on the one hand between
beneficiaries/representatives active in a council or board
and management, and on the other between beneficiaries/
representatives active in a council and the other beneficiaries/
representatives.

‘We [management] have to ensure the information flow to the
whole council .. he [representative present at board meetings] is
not making sure himself information is passed between members
of the council .....that is unfortunate’ (Manager).

It needs to be stressed however that not all organizations/stake-
holders are equally aware of this problem and/or see the lack of
feedback as a threat to the proper functioning of a council. For
example, the policy in the loss making nursing home is even to dis-
courage representatives who are active in a council to propose top-
ics that can be discussed during meetings. The organization
discourages such practices to avoid overloading of council’s partic-
ipants and at the same time making sure no one is feeling elite/
considered to be elite persons by others. Again, the value of a coun-
cil's coordinator is stressed, now in the context of preserving the
quality of information flows.

Discussion and conclusion

The fact that in each NPO and overseeing government agency
we included in our study, beneficiaries are recognized as very
important stakeholders, suggests that our research question
(assessing the quality and impact of NPOs’ beneficiary participa-
tion mechanisms), is of substantial practical importance, next to
its theoretical relevance. Representatives of a large number of
stakeholder groups even expect for several reasons that the
importance of (formal) participation by beneficiaries/their repre-
sentatives might increase in the near future. Stakeholders’ expecta-
tions of beneficiary participation mechanisms vary, and in addition
to ‘length of the service relationship and intensity of relationship’,
some other factors might be of influence as well, fully in line with
the contingency idea: adapting beneficiary participation mecha-
nisms to the specific characteristics and needs of beneficiaries/rep-
resentatives is clearly observed and might be interpreted as
looking for specific solutions in specific circumstances, departing
from the ‘non-contingency approach’ which states that there
should be one and only optimal beneficiary participation structure
across all kinds of organizations. Although observing different
structures does not necessarily imply that the differences found
are optimal, it does show that different circumstances make people
acquainted with the organization’s circumstances look for different
solutions for, in this case, beneficiary participation issues. Appar-
ently, at least for our cases, financial health did not seem to be a
relevant contingency in this context.

Our observations show the positive image board, (middle) man-
agement and (nonpaid) employees have of existing beneficiary
participation mechanisms. However, and consistent with the find-
ings of Hester et al. (2009), they also indicate that this should not
be overrated. For example, in our eight cases we noticed that sat-
isfaction surveys and formal complaint mechanisms are the most
frequently implemented formal evaluation and participation
mechanisms. Our data however showed that a significant number
of professionally employed staff has even no idea of the existence
of complaint mechanisms within their organization. Additionally,

Please cite this article in press as: Wellens, L., & Jegers, M. Beneficiary participation as an instrument of downward accountability: A multiple case study.
European Management Journal (2014), http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.em;j.2014.03.004



http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.emj.2014.03.004

L. Wellens, M. Jegers/ European Management Journal xxx (2014) xxx-xxx 11

most surveys are taken without providing feedback to the partici-
pants, let alone with having potential participants participate in
the questionnaires’ development. Surveys are sometimes per-
ceived as too difficult to be filled out properly and/or not ensuring
confidentiality. In addition, one sees that as the dependence on an
organization and its services grows, some beneficiaries/representa-
tives become afraid to complain. In terms of stakeholder theory
this implies that studying the ways stakeholders affect organiza-
tional policies separately per stakeholder group might ignore pos-
sible interaction effects between stakeholder groups such as, in our
case, the (justified or unjustified) fear that one stakeholder group
might react in a way that is unbeneficial for the beneficiaries once
they fully explore the possibilities of beneficiary participation
mechanisms. This could mitigate the prima facie, qualities of ben-
eficiary participation mechanisms.

Partly related to the aforementioned and in line with O’'Dwyer
and Unerman (2009) we observe a substantial shortage of benefi-
ciaries/representatives willing to participate in councils. Our study
adds particular value by comparing the reasons beneficiaries and
representatives give for not participating and the reasons which
other stakeholders associate with this, documenting the fact that
the same phenomenon can be perceived (very) differently by dif-
ferent stakeholders. Improving the communication quality be-
tween beneficiaries/representatives and other stakeholders might
reduce these differences, as well as suitable approaches to address
the reported inhibitions to participate.

As already observed by other researchers (e.g. Dom & Verho-
even, 2006; Sitzia et al., 2006), our findings reveal that not all
board members and managers are open to the idea of beneficia-
ries’/representatives’ participation in policymaking. Frequently ci-
ted reasons are: the threat of elite representation, and being too
time intensive and/or too complex. Additionally, and to our knowl-
edge not reported in earlier literature, a remarkable difference can
be seen in the attitudes of board members and managers active in
NPOs that are legally required to allow a direct representative at
board meetings, and the attitudes of the other board members
and managers. Only in the first case, most interviewees were in
favor of the presence of a representative. One might infer from this
that legal requirements in some circumstances might have an edu-
cational value, changing the perceptions of some stakeholders af-
fected (in the present case stakeholders confronted with the
obligation to allow beneficiaries/representatives into the board).

Despite the resistances people might have against beneficiaries’/
representatives’ participation in policymaking, we also observe po-
sitive assessments of their involvement: for beneficiaries them-
selves representing the other beneficiaries, for representatives,
and for the NPOs in general. Such a finding not only stresses the va-
lue of future research to further explore ways to optimize beneficia-
ries’ participation, but is also compatible with Freeman’s (1984)
stakeholder theory wherein the consideration of the stakeholders’
perspectives themselves is considered to be very important.

Finally, our findings also show that realistically looking at ben-
eficiary participation mechanisms should transcend their symbolic
and formal character: all too much formal systems in place did not
result in the effects they were designed to.

Some practical advices can be proposed, based on our findings.
Reducing information asymmetries between persons belonging to
the same stakeholder group, creating a safe environment to partic-
ipate (for example by educating beneficiaries and staff about the
value of participating/letting participate), and actively encouraging
beneficiaries and representatives to become a candidate for a posi-
tion in such a council, seem to be important. The value of a coun-
cil's coordinator, employed by the organization, should not be
underestimated. This person can help to overcome the problem
of elite representation, create feelings of safety among (potential)
councils’ participants, and seems to enable optimizing the

feedback systems between the different stakeholder groups. In
addition, organizations need to find out whether people who are
active in a council prefer the CEO to be present at meetings.
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Further, governments and inspectors controlling NPOs can help 'CJ-""
transcending the symbolic and formal character of beneficiary par- A

ticipation mechanisms by looking beyond what is being described
on paper in the NPOs. Governments can even force NPOs to imple-
ment beneficiary participation mechanisms. Vice versa, numerous
board members and managers across organizations stress the
importance of trying to be in close contact with government offi-
cials, which might help to reach alignment between the govern-
ment’s needs and beneficiaries’ needs, tackling the potential
problem of upward accountability harming downward account-
ability, again an example of interacting stakeholder participation
mechanisms.

Finally, when an organization decides to implement a formal
complaint mechanism, it is not only necessary to make sure people
know about it. The organization also has to act upon it, for example
making someone responsible for the analysis of all complaints, and
assuring confidentiality.

In terms of limitations, our findings should be interpreted with
some caution as we included only eight organizations, selected in a
non-random way, and all from the same country. In addition, our
study design makes it impossible to rule out the possibility that
surveyed persons did base some of their answers on their experi-
ence with just one or a few beneficiaries, even if a large number
of interviewees and respondents, relative to comparable work,
were included. However, some epimestological comfort can be
found in the fact that a number of specific observations were also
revealed by earlier research in other settings (see the references in
the Findings section). Moreover, we are confident that this paper
by its scope a depth genuinely contributes to the extant insight
in beneficiary participation mechanisms, and hope it will stimulate
further research in this domain, which undoubtedly is key for any
assessment of NPOs’ performance.
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