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Abstract:
Investigations of how Oxfam Great Britain (GB) managed its safeguarding systems and handled revelations
of sexual exploitation by its staff highlighted a variety of internal governance and culture issues, and a lack
of transparency as it sought to protect its reputation. The current models of reputation management do not
fully explain its actions, however. This article argues that five systemic factors in the environment in which
nonprofits operate create undue pressures for protection of reputations and contribute to poor assessment of
risks, inadequate accountability systems and limited transparency. These factors include: a stress on success and
related competition for market share and pressures for growth; expectations of low overheads; challenges of
governance and risk management; lack of public awareness; and regulatory gaps. Drawing on media coverage
and the commissions of inquiry, the analysis shows how all of these contextual factors were at play in the Oxfam
case, and suggests potential reforms.
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Oxfam Great Britain (GB) became the epicentre of a crisis in early 2018 when news broke that several of its
employees delivering humanitarian aid in Haiti following the 2010 earthquake had been dismissed for sexual
exploitation of local women and for bullying and intimidation. Reports of sexual abuse and misconduct soon
surfaced in other highly respected international NGOs (INGOs), including Save the Children, Médecins Sans
Frontières and Amnesty International. Oxfam was not alone: it just happened to be “holding the bomb went
it went off” (Cooney 2019b). Operating as part of a global confederation of 19 affiliates, whose work is coordinated through Oxfam International based in the Netherlands, Oxfam GB is a separate legal entity, governed
by its own trustees, and as a registered charity is under the regulatory authority of the Charity Commission
for England and Wales.1 The inquiry conducted by the Charity Commission (CCEW 2019a) on how Oxfam GB
handled the incident and managed its safeguarding mechanisms concluded that there were structural weaknesses and inadequate resourcing of its quality assurance and accountability systems – although these were
widely regarded as being among the best of any INGO (Mazurana and Donnelly 2017)2 In addition, its trustees
and executives did not exercise adequate oversight relative to risks, and it allowed an internal culture to exist
that tolerated bad behavior. While there was no intentional cover-up, it avoided “full and frank” reporting to
the regulator, funders and the public (CCEW 2019a, 74). Indeed, the inquiry (CCEW 2019b, 1) clearly implied
that, through its lack of transparency, Oxfam GB put protecting its reputation and donor relationships in the
short term above protecting those it serves or maintaining public trust over the longer term.
The problems inherent in the current system of nonprofit reputation management are not specific to Oxfam
or to INGOs, and these deeper issues – which were ignored in the Charity Commission’s report – will not be
fixed by individual organizations. Rather, they reflect certain systemic aspects of the environment in which
nonprofits, of all types and sizes, operate that put unduly strong pressures on protection of organizational reputations while encouraging inadequate risk management and limited transparency. Unless these entrenched,
systemic issues are addressed, we can expect repeated incidents of poor behavior. My research quest is to better understand how certain contextual factors influence reputation management by nonprofits. I argue that five
systemic factors create a damaging environment for nonprofit reputation management: a stress on success and
related competition for market share and pressures for growth; expectations of low overheads; challenges of
governance and risk management; lack of public awareness; and regulatory gaps. This analysis considers the
extent to which each of these contextual factors were at play in the Oxfam case.
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While global INGOs such as Oxfam are distinctive creatures in the nonprofit sector, organized as complex
confederations of country-based affiliates and operating under difficult conditions in delivering humanitarian
aid (Deloffre and Schmitz 2019), the system failures addressed in this article apply to many different types
of charities, international and domestic, large and small. As the Chair of the Charity Commission prefaced
the inquiry’s report, “no charity is too small to bear its own share of responsibility for upholding the wider
good name of charity” (CCEW 2019b, 1). How do we put a broken system of reputation management back
together? The conclusion offers some suggestions for improvements so as to mitigate the negative incentives
of the current system. Before addressing these systemic issues, I begin by outlining the theory of reputation
regulation (Busuioc and Lodge 2016, 2017; Christensen and Lodge 2018) and its application to nonprofits.
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1 Reputation Management and Regulation in Theory
A reputational approach to regulation assumes that organizations are motivated primarily by protecting and
elevating their reputations, which are embedded in a network of multiple audiences and in a variety of regulatory relationships with the state, third parties and self-regulation (Carpenter and Krause 2012; Maor, Gilad,
and Bloom 2013; Busuioc and Lodge 2017; Mitchell and Stroup 2017; Christensen and Lodge 2018; Crack 2018).
Organizational reputation is a set of beliefs, perceptions and collective evaluations by various stakeholders
about an organization’s visibility, capabilities or its character, and can be positive or negative (Lange, Lee, and
Dai 2011; Carpenter and Krause 2012; Mishina, Block, and Mannor 2012). Organizations may adhere to formal
rules and standards, albeit often in a minimalist way, but they also internalize the expectations of different
audiences, which become their own norms. As Busuioc and Lodge (2017, 99) argue, “organizations selectively
focus their activities and responses on some responsibilities more than others,” and when reputation matters
deeply to an organization, the assumption is that it will voluntarily undertake enhanced levels of transparency
and accountability, going beyond what established rules require, and when not salient, it will likely provide a
bare minimum of attention or compliance.
Reputational concerns are argued to be particularly important for nonprofits because, as Mitchell and Stroup
(2017) note, their power derives from their ability to influence which is dependent on their perceived credibility,
and in an information scarce environment reputation becomes a proxy for effectiveness. A popular means of enhancing reputation is to become part of an “accountability club” – a voluntary code or certification mechanism
(Prakash and Potoski 2007; Prakash and Gugerty 2010; Potoski and Prakash 2013). The trustmark that accompanies membership in a club is a shorthand signal of quality that enhances their ‘brand,’ while the robustness
of the standards and monitoring practices of the accountability club contribute to its legitimacy (Prakash and
Potoski 2007; Gugerty 2009). The nature and rigor of these mechanisms vary widely, however, and evidence
on their value in signaling virtue is mixed (Gugerty 2009; Willems et al. 2017; Becker 2018). While there is an
indication that certification systems involving substantial self- and peer assessment and ongoing monitoring
enhance public trust and intention to donate (Bekkers 2003; Feng, Neely, and Slatten 2016; Becker 2018; Peng,
Kim, and Deat 2019), the effectiveness of clubs requiring only self-proclaimed adherence to standards is generally assessed to be weak (Gugerty 2009; Tremblay-Boire, Prakash, and Gugerty 2016). Third party watchdogs,
such as Charity Navigator and GuideStar (now Candid), among many others, claim to overcome the disclosure
deficit of self-regulation by providing independent assessments and ratings, again with the assumption that
nonprofits will strive to achieve higher ratings and that such ratings will be used by potential supporters to
make informed decisions about giving and volunteering.
Transparency is essential to all of these regulation-by-reputation processes and to bringing about improved
performance. The supposed causal chain is, first, that the information disclosed is salient to the audience and,
second, these users act on this information (Fung, Graham, and Weil 2007). To actually improve the performance
of a nonprofit, this information needs to be ‘‘doubly embedded:’’ the organization needs to be attuned to the
users’ perceptions and actions so that their responses affect the disclosers’ decision calculations and behavior
(Weil et al. 2005, 158). When transparency satisfies audience expectations it has been shown to enhance public
trust in nonprofits, which results in increased donations and other supportive behaviors (Sargeant and Lee
2004; Sarstedt and Schloderer 2010; Auger 2014; Willems, Boenigk, and Jegers 2014; Farwell, Shier, and Handy
2019). As Willems, Jegers and Faulk (2016, 468) report, when stakeholders are satisfied with the quality of a
nonprofit’s communication with them, it has a direct positive effect on their perceptions of its effectiveness
and, when accumulated over time, has an indirect enduring impact by raising their general “stock” of trust in
the organization and the sector as a whole.
In times of crisis, voluntary disclosure is argued to be particularly important for reputation maintenance.
Aside from the normative case that full disclosure is the ethical thing to do to protect those affected by a crisis
(Coombs 2007), the strategic communications literature provides consistent advice that a rapid response with
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full information is prudent in mitigating reputational damage in the short run and maintaining stakeholder
trust (Pfarrer et al. 2008; Cordery and Baskerville 2011; Harris and Neely 2018). Indeed, Arpan and RoskosEwoldsen (2005) suggest that an even more assertive strategy of “stealing thunder” by voluntarily disclosing
potentially damaging information before it is released by a third party or the media can enhance an organization’s credibility and reduce perceptions of the severity of a crisis.
This potentially virtuous cycle of reputation management via transparency can break down for several reasons. First, nonprofits may not be as likely to voluntary disclose information, including during crises, as the
model predicts. A number of recent studies have revealed very limited degrees of voluntary disclosure by nonprofits, including by – in fact, less likely by – large ones (Saxton, Kuo, and Ho 2012; Bond 2014; Tremblay-Boire
and Prakash 2015; Hyndman and McConville 2016). The key factors in being more transparent seem to be strong
governance and professionalism, rather than size alone or external pressures (Striebing 2017; Harris, Petrovits,
and Yetman 2018). As McDonnell and Rutherford (2018) note, the “early adopters” in reporting serious incidents to the Scottish charity regulator appear not only to recognize they may be at risk of such incidents, but
they have the requisite governance systems to be accountable, and thus may be using such reporting as a means
of signalling to the regulator their concern with good governance.
A related shortcoming is that, when information is provided, it may be unduly shallow (Schleifer, Fiorini,
and Auld 2019) or “opaque” (Fox 2007), for instance limited to superficial information about formal procedures
for safeguarding, rather than being deeper, more detailed – and thus more sensitive – information about the
actual practices of safeguarding and what worked (or went wrong). The concern of a shortfall in the quality of
information applies not only to individual nonprofits, but to self-regulation mechanisms which Schleifer, Fiorini
and Auld (2019, 16) argue disclose too little information to make “the transparency action cycle swing.” The
problem of quality information can be both improved and inhibited by mandatory public reporting. As Brody
(2012) observes, sunlight can produce shadows as well as clarity, and in requiring certain types of information,
the onus is on regulators to ensure they are asking for the “right” kinds of relevant information.
The reputation regulation loop also stalls at the next stage: the need for users to seek out, effectively process and act on the information. Such faltering is demonstrated by the mixed evidence on the extent to which
watchdog ratings are used in donor decision making (Mitchell 2014). While a positive relationship between a
change in ratings and contributions is found by Gordon, Knock, and Neely (2009) and a slight effect of positive ratings on donations, but with no effect of bad ratings by Sloan (2009), no effects of either good or poor
ratings on donor behavior or on how nonprofits report information are indicated by Szper and Prakash (2011).
Further, Cnaan et al. (2011) show that most donors do not bother to consult the ratings at all when making
their decisions. Similarly, in contesting the general finding from studies of the corporate sector that voluntary
disclosure following a crisis will prevent loss of trust, Willems and Faulk (2019) observe that such disclosure
has no effect, at least in the short term, perhaps due to information asymmetries and the subjective nature of
nonprofit performance.
A final complication is that reputations tend to be path dependent and durable, particularly for large organizations (Mishina, Block, and Mannor 2012; Mitchell and Stroup 2017; Archambeault and Webber 2018;
Scurlock, Dolsak, and Prakash 2019), and the formation and influence of trust is not as linear and rational as
most models of reputation regulation presume. Social trust based on shared social identities and cause-based
solidarities often predisposes people to have affinities for particular nonprofits without much of an evidentiary
base (Rousseau et al. 1998; Keating and Thrandardottir 2017). Rather than being informed, strategic decision
makers, people act as “motivated reasoners:” they establish warm glows about certain brands early on, then
seek out congenial information about their brand, perhaps ignoring contrary information. In effect, their trust
becomes habitual. A reputation for character, as distinct from capability, depends on a regular feed of positive
cues, and thus takes time to build, but once established becomes easier to maintain and enhance. This gives
those that have had a positive light early on and remained visible – which are often the largest nonprofits – a
sustained competitive advantage (Mishina, Block, and Mannor 2012; Mitchell and Stroup 2017; Archambeault
and Webber 2018).
Reputation management research features a thriving diversity of studies, particularly through experimental
designs, to test responses to crises, stickiness of reputations and effects of disclosure. Many of these studies,
however, test reputational signals in a rather “pure” form – how ratings are presented (Willlems, Waldner, and
Ronquillo 2019), for example, and the effects of financial efficiency or accreditation on reputation (Peng, Kim,
and Deat 2019). My argument is that existing models of reputation management alone cannot fully explain
behavior in the Oxfam GB and related misconduct cases because the environment in which nonprofits operate
has become complicated by a number of systemic factors that distort their actions in favour of excessive reputational protection and contribute to poor assessment of risks, inadequate accountability systems and lack of
transparency.
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2 The Contemporary Nonproﬁt Environment: Negative Influences on Reputation
Management
The Oxfam GB case illustrates the implications of a combination of dysfunctional aspects of the nonprofit environment, each of which have been identified in the existing research and practice literature but are often
considered in isolation, rather than as a composite. This analysis explores the effects of five factors, using an
analysis of the media coverage and commentaries as well the reports of the parliamentary committee (House of
Commons, International Development Committee, UK 2018), independent commission established by Oxfam
International (Independent Commission on Sexual Misconduct, Accountability and Culture Change 2019), and
Charity Commission (2019a) to assess the saliency of each in this case.3
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2.1 Competition for Success
In recent years, concerns over accountability for results has been incorporated into regulatory systems in both
hard and soft ways, particularly in the types of information mandated or expected. Achieving measurable impacts is embedded in philanthropy, big and small, and a common theme in surveys of donors is that they expect charities to demonstrate their (positive) results (Bagwell et al. 2013; Muttart Foundation 2013; Populus and
Charity Commission 2018). Governments and foundations have also fixated on accountability for results and
value for money, building detailed performance indicators into their grants and contracts (Bond 2012; Barnett
2016). The stress on success is compounded by a competitive funding and contracting environment, particularly when nonprofits are competing for large amounts from a few players of scale, as occurs in international
aid (Barnett 2016; Berghmans, Simons, and Vandenabeele 2017; Bush 2015; Crack 2016).
Designing gifts, grants and contracts with impact in mind is not inherently a bad thing if we want to achieve
significant social change. Taken to the extreme, however, the consequences are that means become secondary
to results, short-term effects get more attention than efforts to achieve lasting change and it is difficult to admit
failure, particularly if future support from a government, foundation or venture philanthropist is dependent
on success (Crack 2016; Mitchell 2015).4 It also puts a premium on size and continued growth so as to attain
more and larger contracts or grants, which then becomes a reinforcing cycle in order to support a bigger infrastructure. The drive for growth and ‘success’ can easily enable a toxic work environment to develop and fester,
as was reported by many staff of Oxfam and other INGOs (Independent Commission on Sexual Misconduct,
Accountability and Culture Change 2019).5 In evidence to a parliamentary committee, the staff member who
oversaw safeguarding at Oxfam GB reflected on its preoccupation with “brand penetration,” commenting that
”I have little doubt that in Oxfam’s haste to ‘increase its market share,’ it also increased the probability of vulnerable recipients being exposed to abuse by staff who were ill-prepared, poorly vetted and badly managed”
(Anderson 2018).
The fear of failure also applies to major funders and donors who have staked their own reputations on
results. In this case, two of the major funders (and the regulator) apparently knew at least the basics of the
wrongdoing soon after the incident, they did not disclose this or push for a public investigation.

2.2 Pressures for Low Overheads
The notion that the effectiveness and efficiency of nonprofits is indicated by low expenditures on administration
has been advanced by third party rating agencies, and limits on these costs have been embedded in government contracts, foundation funding and public perceptions (Gneezy, Keenan, and Gneezy 2014; Meer 2017),
even though an overhead ratio is not a good measure of either efficiency or effectiveness (Coupet and Berrett
2019). Although in 2014 the leading US third party watchdogs supported a campaign to dispel the ‘overhead
myth,’ the desirability of minimal overheads remains lodged in public opinion: indeed, surveys show that low
administrative costs and overall financial transparency are more important considerations in the willingness to
give than is demonstrated success (Harold 2014; Grey Matter Research 2018; Populus and Charity Commission
2018). In response to public expectations, nonprofits have reduced their spending on overheads, producing a
“starvation cycle” of under investment in infrastructure and reductions in staff expenses and fundraising costs
(Gregory and Howard 2009; Hager et al. 2004; Lecy and Searing 2015; Schubert and Boenigk 2019).
Even a large organization such as Oxfam responds to these pressures, prominently displaying the percentages of its revenues spent on overheads – 7 % on fundraising and 10 % on administration, control and compliance costs (Oxfam 2018). Oxfam’s chair confirmed that pressures to keep overheads low was a consideration
in how it resourced its accountability systems (Weakley 2018) and, as one of its human resources staff told
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the Independent Commission (2019, 22), this pressure had direct implications for safeguarding practices: “We
manage safeguarding on top of our normal responsibilities, so it never receives the attention it deserves.” In
addition to limiting funds for internal control systems, the expectations of low administrative costs diminish
resources available for managing relationships with the grassroots (Bryant 2007; Crack 2018). Although Oxfam
has a philosophy of local empowerment and has been perceived as better than most in its participatory approach, the Independent Commission (2019, 20) nevertheless noted that power relationships and inadequate
attention to stakeholder relations often silence local peoples. It affirmed that “there is a real need for Oxfam
staff – particularly its leadership – to examine if and how they understand and exemplify feminist principles
and Oxfam’s values of empowerment, accountability, and inclusiveness.” Unfortunately, in a value for money
context, the reputation with major funders for perceived efficiency can readily gain primacy over the reputation
at the grassroots for inclusive engagement.
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2.3 Challenges of Governance and Risk Management
The need for more sophisticated safeguarding and related systems, as well as preventing toxic work cultures,
places an additional onus on boards of directors – and illuminates some of the current shortcomings of organizational governance that appear to be widely experienced across the sector. In a large, complex organization
such as Oxfam GB, it is natural that the trustees would rely on extensive delegation of operational decisionmaking to the executive and staff. As the Charity Commission (2019a) noted, however, such delegation means
that trustees must still exercise effective oversight in order to meet their fiduciary and legal duties through
appropriate assurance and audit systems and adequate reporting by the executive. In this case, the oversight
and scrutiny of the executive was found to be inadequate, and a culture existed that did not empower staff to
challenge them.6 The Commission was emphatic that the exercise of trusteeship requires more than policies
and procedures: rather trustees need to “actively understand the risks to their charity and make sure those
risks are properly managed,” and that maintaining an inclusive culture needs to be “embedded through the
day–to-day actions” and modelled from the top down.
A systemic factor that contributes to weaknesses in governance and risk management is a lack of diversity
and inclusion on nonprofit boards. As Fredette and Bernstein (2019) demonstrate, a critical mass of racial/ethnic
diversity improves performance, including fiduciary performance and stakeholder engagement, and genuine
inclusiveness creates greater opportunities to motivate change. In spite of the rhetoric about the need to better
reflect and meaningfully engage diverse populations and youth, a lack of nonprofit board diversity persists
across most high income countries (Weisinger et al. 2015; BoardSource 2017). For example, a 2018 study of UK
charities found that two-thirds of the trustees (almost 6,400) of the top 500 charities by income are male; less
than 7 % are racial/ethnic minorities; 62 % of boards are all white; and almost 80 % of the leadership teams lack
any racialized people (Inclusive Boards 2018). Although Oxfam indicates it recruits widely and the 14 member
governing board of Oxfam GB at the time of the Haiti scandal had gender parity, it was still predominantly
white (almost 80 %) and its senior leadership team lacked anyone form an ethnic minority (McVeigh 2018).
In many nonprofits, particularly small ones, the potential for weaknesses in governance and risk management is compounded by lack of understanding of and skills in risk management. A 2018 survey of small to
medium-sized UK charities (assets under £500,000) found that 60 % had had no risk training, and almost half
were not confident in their ability to identify and assess risk (Policy Bee and University of Suffolk 2018). Better
training and development for boards is seen as key remedies: the challenge being that almost 50 % of charities
have no budget for board development (House of Lords 2017). More effective self-regulation is also important,
but these mechanisms must enable actors to disclose weaknesses without fear of punishment and need to be
used as a means of learning for self-improvement (Crack 2018).

2.4 Lack of Public Awareness
These factors play out in a context in which the general public has a stunning lack of awareness of the nonprofit
sector. This creates a small class of a select few ‘premium’ brands, and a relatively unknown mass of others.
There is remarkable consistency in the nonprofit brands that are known and favored. For instance, when Americans were asked to name the one nonprofit they would support if they could support only one, over half chose
one of only 20 organizations, with just five brands – all very large nonprofits – accounting for more than a third
of the top organizations (Grey Matter Research 2018).
The observation by Maor, Gilad and Bloom (2013, 582) that an organization with a strong reputation and
a wide span of affective social trust “can afford to keep silent, since most criticism will not tarnish that reputation” seems to apply to Oxfam GB, which is ranked as the 7th top charity brand in the UK (Hickman 2019).
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While in the immediate aftermath of the media flurry, public donations and trust plummeted, with a loss of
20,000 regular givers and £3.8million in public donations (Cooney 2019a, 2019b), support for Oxfam GB had
bounced back a year later (Scurlock, Dolsak, and Prakash 2019). The other INGOS that were caught up in sexual
abuse and exploitation were also global brands, and such globalness seems to afford them a special status, or
at least the sense of special status (Laidler-Kylander, Quelch, and Simonin 2007), so that they, too, could withstand some very bad press in a way that lesser known nonprofits might not. There is an important caveat to
this, however: should future incidents of poor behavior become assimilated to a loss of character, rather than
capability, character reputation is likely to be much more difficult to repair (Mishina, Block, and Mannor 2012).
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2.5 Gaps in Regulation
Finally, the scandals have exposed shortcomings in state and self-regulation – gaps that are not distinctive to
England or the INGO subsector. The first pertains to the mandate, capacity and credibility of the state regulator.
Even though Oxfam GB had informed the regulator of the incidents in Haiti shortly after they occurred, albeit
not in a full and frank manner, the Charity Commission was slow to act or request additional information.
When in 2015 it registered concerns about safeguarding practices that Oxfam GB committed to resolving, there
was little follow-through – either to fix them or to ensure they had been fixed. By its own account, the Charity
Commission was stretched in its mandate to oversee 168,000 charities (Anders 2018; House of Commons 2018),
in large part because since 2010 its budget was cut by 40 % and then frozen, resulting in criticism from the National Accounting Office that it did not put enough emphasis on investigating wrongdoing (NAO 2013; Breen
2018). Maintaining the credibility of the regulator with the sector it regulates is also important, and this, too,
has been compromised in recent years. There is a growing critique that the Charity Commission has become
more concerned with the public’s perceptions of charities, particularly with information on compensation rates
and overhead ratios, rather than providing an objective interpretation of charity law and the regulatory framework (Kennedy 2019). The effects of a compromised charity regulator are not unique to England and serve as
a cautionary tale for other jurisdictions, including the US, Australia and Canada where the capacity and/or
legitimacy of the regulatory body has also been diminished in recent years (McGregor-Lowndes and Wyatt
2017; Phillips in press).
The second issue relates to the kind of mandatory data collected, its use in risk management by the regulator
and the perceived value to charities in providing it. As part of their annual reports to the Commission, charity
trustees must indicate any “serious” incidents of wrongdoing, including financial loss or harm to their beneficiaries, their work or their reputations. However, the charities most at risk of such incidents seem unlikely
to report: only 1.5 % of charities filed a serious incident report for the five years before the Oxfam scandal,
although the number of such reports rose by almost a third to over 2,800 in the year following (Kay 2019). The
challenge is to ensure that charities see such reporting not merely as compliance but as a means of empowering
their trustees and staff to monitor, come forward and investigate such incidents. The regulator needs effective
data systems and risk assessment to identify under-reporting, and the capacity to investigate and sanction when
required. Beyond incident reporting, charity regulators need to ensure they are asking the right questions that
address good stewardship, recognizing that identifying the right questions suitable for such a diverse sector
is not easy (Breen 2018; Brody 2012). In addition, although the work of the charitable sector has become increasingly globalized, regulators are still constrained by their geographical mandates, confined to overseeing
those registered in their own jurisdictions without adequate means of information sharing. Particularly in the
regulation of global INGOs, the need for greater cross-jurisdiction coordination is imperative.
Finally, sector self-regulation under-performed. While government charity regulators have an important
role in setting standards, mandating reporting and sanctioning noncompliance, they are ill-suited, to providing adequate oversight of what emerged as the central problems in the Oxfam GB and related cases – internal
governance, risk management, difficult cultures and lack of ‘moral’ leadership. Although a variety of accountability clubs exist in the global humanitarian aid sector, as in the nonprofit sector as a whole, most function as
voluntary codes without monitoring of adherence or means of collective peer-to-peer learning. Consequently,
many are criticized for being mainly symbolic, with participation aimed at satisfying the requirements of major
funders (Hammad and Morton 2011; Barnett 2016; Tremblay-Boire, Prakash, and Gugerty 2016).
A stronger accountability system will require more effective sector self-regulation and closer integration of
self- with state regulation. Given the weakness of voluntary codes and evidence that more formal accreditation enhances nonprofit reputation (Feng, Neely, and Slatten 2016; Peng, Kim, and Deat 2019) and is associated
with reporting on impact, not just compliance with standards (Dougherty 2019), the sector needs to be more
assertive in implementing certification systems that promote continuous improvement. One of the more rigorous mechanisms is the Canadian Standards Program which, while voluntary, involves certification based
on peer-assessment and monitoring of compliance with 73 standards (scaled by organizational size) covering
board governance, financial management, transparency, fundraising and staff and volunteer management. In
6
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addition, state regulatory processes could more effectively integrate such certification, for instance, by using
accreditation as part of risk profiling of charities (Gulbrandsen 2014).
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3 Conclusion: Putting Humpty Together Again
Theories of reputation management posit that organizations will play to different audiences, tailoring the extent and content of their information, including in response to crises, to stakeholders that are more important.
The information disclosed should lead to enhanced perceptions of effectiveness and stakeholder trust, thus
bringing positive benefits in the form of donations, contracts and other forms of support. The literature also
recognizes that some deviations may occur: information is not disclosed, is shallow or is not used in a rational
manner by stakeholders, and positive reputations for large, highly visible organizations tend to be durable,
making them more damage resistant. More is at play in the Oxfam and related cases, however, than a few of
these aberrations in the normal process of reputation management. This article argues that several factors that
have become embedded in the nonprofit environment put unduly strong pressures on reputation management,
encouraging limited transparency and protection of organizational reputation over mission and public benefit.
These include: pressures for results and value for money that make it difficult to disclose missteps or admit
failure; expectations that administrative costs will be kept very low that lead to an underinvestment in organizational infrastructure and accountability systems; and lack of diversity and inadequate training by governing
boards that produce poor risk management and give rise to cultures in which staff and volunteers do not feel
empowered to report abuses of power. These pressures are compounded by a general lack of public awareness
of most nonprofits so that the public can be overlooked as legitimate stakeholders demanding of transparency,
and the reputational durability of the large, highly visible nonprofits is reinforced.
Given that Oxfam GB seems to have recovered and restored its reputation, it is tempting to conclude that
there is considerable tolerance for poor behavior and lack of transparency. Caution about presuming minimal
long term effects is in order, however. In opinion surveys, the public consistently says that transparency matters
to them, particularly knowing where the money goes and secondarily knowing the impact (YouGov and Killer
Creative 2018). Increasingly, there is a clear message that charities need to pay attention to quality communication, not just superficial information in the interests of reputation protection, and the nonprofit sector can
expect to be subject to increased scrutiny and critique. As one commentator said of the recent series of crises,
“Not so long ago, criticising charity was a bit like spitting at granny … You simply would not do it” (Hillier
2018). Not so any longer.
How do we repair this system of distorted incentives for the nonprofit sector as a whole? As a first step, state
charity regulators need to be adequately resourced and credible – with charities, the rest of government and
the public. Second, the information required from charities needs to be relevant and used in risk management
by regulators. If more reporting is to be added, regulators will need to be strategic in what additional information can actually be used, and weigh the benefit against the costs to charities in an environment in which
the public and funders expect low expenditures on administration. While specific questions about governance
could be included in the annual reporting, as the US regulator does on the 990 form, such checklists necessarily
under-estimate the diversity of (good) governance practices across the sector. The value of reporting of serious
incidents needs to be apparent for charities, rather than perceived as rote accountability, but with proportionate
sanctions for failing to report. For charities that work across borders, charity regulators need greater ability to
share information and coordinate investigations.
Fundamentally, this series of scandals implicate nonprofit governance, and point to the need not only for
the implementation of better safeguarding and control systems, but promotion of good governance, healthy,
inclusive organizational cultures and strong leadership. State regulation is limited in its ability to affect good
governance and organizational learning for improved practices so that robust sector self-regulation is essential,
as is training for skills and leadership development. Voluntary codes will not be sufficient, and the sector will
need to implement certification systems that promote learning, create incentives for self-improvement, have
sufficient participation to be credible indicators of reputation with the public, and are integrated into risk management by state regulators. In addition, a culture of transparency needs to become the norm, reducing the
presumption that selective and shallow disclosure is a smart tactic of reputation management. Governments,
philanthropy and corporate partners will likely need to support the infrastructure for self-regulation, training
and transparency, particularly for small charities.
We also need to dispel the overhead myth and the value for money concept used by funders that privileges
efficiency over effectiveness and short term indicators over long term change. As long as the public and funders
expect that charities should not spend very much on administrative costs – costs that build and maintain good
governance systems and practices – they will be constrained in their ability to implement improved organi-
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zational governance and attend to the positive aspects of reputation management. Beyond making changes to
safeguarding, or even fundamental reform in the aid sector, the Oxfam and other cases of abuse are an opportunity for the nonprofit sector as a whole, engaging with its funders, regulators and partners, to open wider
conversations about reform of the dysfunctional aspects of the current working environment.
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1 Given that Oxfam GB and the other INGOs involved in misconduct are registered charities, this article refers to ‘charities’ (in a legal and
regulatory sense), but interchangeability uses the label, ‘nonprofit,’ as is more common in the US literature.
2 Oxfam International also established an Independent Commission on Sexual Misconduct, Accountability and Culture Change to conduct
a confederation-wide review of policies and practices, and its June 2019 report recommended extensive overall of the entire safeguarding
system.
3 The analysis of media coverage focused on The Guardian, Third Sector and Civil Society (UK nonprofit ‘trade’ online publications), supplemented by international press when relevant and theses (e. g. Marques Dos Santos 2019). The main facts and themes were recorded and
then compared and interpreted by the author.
4 In a 2018 report, the Independent Commission on Aid Impact, which scrutinizes aid spending in the UK, assessed the focus on value
for money by the UK Department for International Development (DFID), noting that it tended to concentrate on controlling costs, efficient
delivery and short-term results (ICAI 2018).
5 At about the same time, the world’s largest community foundation, the Silicon Valley Community Foundation (California), was investigated for allegations of workplace harassment and bullying, with an independent report reaching the conclusion that “the growth of the
organization took precedence over the well-being of staff members,” producing a toxic culture (O’Leary, Hartnett, and Crowther 2018). In
early 2019, a review of the organizational culture at Amnesty International found that 39 % of its staff reported physical or mental health
issues as a direct result of working there, and that the organization’s “efforts to support staff wellbeing have been ad hoc, reactive and
piecemeal” (Konterra 2019: 20).
6 In his critique of the Charity Commission’s report, Purkis (2019) argues that the idea that there is a single culture in a decentralized,
complex organization such as Oxfam is mythical. He also notes that at the time, Oxfam was going through an ambitious restructuring
to create Oxfam International (that would upload some responsibilities for safeguarding from the affiliates to it), which greatly taxed
unrestricted funds as well as the attention of senior staff and trustees at Oxfam GB.
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