
 
 

Volume 7, Issue 8 - August 2021

Applying New Public 
Management Principles 

Towards the Strengthening of 
the Non-Profit Sector in Africa 

Gervin Chanase

WACSeries



Editorial Team 
Jimm Chick Fomunjong – Head, Knowledge Management Unit, WACSI

Nancy Kankam Kusi – Programme Officer, Knowledge Management Unit, WACSI

About WACSI
The West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI) was created by the Open Society Initiative for West Africa (OSIWA) to 

reinforce the institutional and operational capacities of civil society in the region. WACSI also serves as a resource 

centre for training, research and documentation, experience sharing and political dialogue for CSOs in West Africa..

www.wacsi.org

About WACSeries
WACSeries are analytical periodic write-ups on topical themes and issues relevant to West Africa. These write-ups 

provide experts, researchers and practitioners a space to reflect, analyse and posit views and recommendations on 

emerging issues and debates. The WACSeries Issue Paper are thought provoking and intellectually engaging write 

ups that provide critical reflections and analysis of issues relevant to civil society and development in West Africa.

Obectives of WACSeries
•	 To raise awareness on key issues in West Africa;

•	 To generate debates and discussions on these issues;

•	 To proffer recommendations on civil society involvement in advocacy;

•	 To provide recommendations to policy makers.

AUTHOR

Gervin Chanase is the Programme Officer, Monitoring & Evaluation and 
Learning at the West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI). Gervin has a 
wealth of experience in international development, including 8 years of 
policy advocacy, project management, capacity building and monitoring and 
evaluation working on several donor funded initiatives. He has implemented a 
combination of agriculture; food security; education; women’s empowerment; 
livelihoods, social accountability, and rights programmes primarily in West 
Africa. Gervin holds 2 international Master of Arts degrees in Development 
& Governance from the University of Duisburg-Essen (Germany) and Global 
Studies from the Universities of Leipzig (Germany), Vienna (Austria) and 
California (Santa Barbara, USA). He is passionate about social justice and 
inclusion.

http://www.wacsi.org


Applying New Public Management Principles 
Towards the Strengthening of the Non-Profit Sector 

in Africa  

Copyright WACSI 2021

All rights reserved. No part of this report may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever 

without written permission of the Institute except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical 

articles and reviews. For more information write to:

West Africa Civil Society Institute (WACSI)

No. 9 Bamboo Street, East Legon

P.O. Box AT 1956, Achimota

Accra, Ghana

Email : research@wacsi.org

Tel : +233 (0) 302 550 224

Cite this document as: Chanase, G. (2021). Applying New Public Management Principles Towards 

the Strengthening of the Non-Profit Sector in Africa, WACSeries, Issue Paper, Vol. 7, Issue 8-August 

2021, West Africa Civil Society Institute, Accra, Ghana.

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this article are solely those of the author. WACSI does not 

take responsibility for the views expressed.



Applying New Public Management Principles Towards the Strengthening of the Non-Profit Sector in Africa 1

WACSeries | Volume 7, Issue 8- August 2021

Introduction

Issues of nonprofit governance, management and 
effectiveness have returned to the foreground of public 
discourse due to several factors including the growing 
impact of covid-19, cases of abuse involving non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) in the international 
and domestic fronts, among others. The covid-19 
pandemic in particular has forced a great number of 
nonprofits to shut down while others must cut down on 
the services they provide to communities. These stressors 
have not only caused tectonic shifts in the way non-profit 
organisations (NPOs) organise themselves and operate 
but has had the catalytic effect of hastening the search 
for alternative models of management among nonprofits. 
Notable among these models  include shifting the power, 
results-based management, localisation of aid, alternative 
models of funding, among other groundbreaking 
concepts and paradigms. Each of these concepts 
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speaks specifically to some aspects of NPO operations, 
sustainability, management, and governance. 

One concept that has however been underexplored for 
ideas to re-engineer the nonprofit sector lies within the 
realm of the public sector. Most development experts look 
at the African public sector with scorn and disappointment 
due to decades of decay and inefficiency. It is perhaps, 
the last place NPOs in Africa will scavenge for solutions 
to management and governance crises. Ostensibly, the 
African public sector has been moribund and has become 
synonymous to dysfunction and malfeasance. 

However, there have been a few glimmers of hope within 
the last few decades due in part to several public sector 
reforms geared towards recalibrating the system, which 
are worth interrogating.  Further reinforcing the turn 
towards the public sector is the realisation that both the 
nonprofit and public sectors might have more in common 
than the trivialities of their names would suggest. For 
instance, they both deliver ‘goods and services’ to the 
public, are concerned with the ‘development’ and welfare 
of communities and share the same constituents albeit 
with different names. As a matter of fact, the architecture 
of non-state actors of which NPOs are part and parcel of, 
is supposed to complement the government (the State) in 
the development of a country. 

For these and many other reasons, it is not out of place 
to embark on a solution-driven mission to explore 
some of the ideas and tools within the public sector 
spectrum that may be useful to NPOs in the areas of 
management and governance. These underpinnings 
propelled the inquiry into the realm of New Public 
Management (NPM). While many argue that NPM is a 
concept in decline (Ferlie & Steane, 2002), the legacy 
of these body of reforms have nevertheless resulted 
in impacts that reach far beyond the domain of the 
public. As noted by Paulsen (2006), not only have the 
NPM “reforms led to a re-examination of the role of 
government in the provision of services; but they have 
resulted in a flow-on effect to the non-profit sector 
and forced a fundamental challenge to the existing 
roles and identities of professionals in both the public 
and non-profit sectors.”
With the nonprofit sector more determined than 
ever to ensure its own survival and improve service 
delivery, an enquiry into the ideals of NPM is worth 
the time and effort.
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Unpacking New Public 
Management

In the early 1980s and 1990s, a greater part of the 
public sector in Sub-Saharan Africa underwent reforms 
under the rubric of the neoliberal development 
paradigm that was dominant at the time. The New 
Public Management is an approach to running public 
service organisations that is used in government and 
public service institutions and agencies, at both sub-
national and national levels. NPM as a concept was first 
introduced by academics in the United Kingdom and 
Australia to describe approaches that were developed 
during the 1980s as part of an effort to make the 
public service more “businesslike” and to improve its 
efficiency by using private sector management models  
(Hood, 1991).

NPM as A Panacea for Africa’s Public Sector Woes

The public sector in most of Sub-Saharan Africa came 
under the neoliberal policy reforms under the aegis 
of the Bretton Woods institution as a response to the 
ominous challenges in the public sphere beginning 
in the early 1980s. The description of Ghana’s public 
sector as “oversized, unresponsive, rule-bound or 
with not enough (effective) rules, low incentives 
[and] driven by corruption or patronage” (Laking 
and Norman, 2007: 519) is a mirror reflection of the 
travesties that characterized much of the public sector 
in the continent back then. Due to these challenges, 
major reforms spearheaded by the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were 

instituted. Fundamental to the neoliberal precepts was 
the marketization of the Public Administration System 
(PAS) through privatisation of public enterprises, 
public-private partnerships, contracting out and 
outsourcing of public services (Huque, 2004: 1). These 
reforms hinged on “organisational techniques such as 
competition, cost efficiency, and orientation towards 
performance and results” (Hansen, Salkov-Iversen and 
Bislev, 2002: 107-108). These array of reforms and in 
the context of Ghana and the wider Africa, constitute 
what is termed the New Public Management (NPM) 
paradigm of reforms.

The challenges of the African state led to overarching 
reforms in most public administration systems 
collectively labelled the New Public Management 
(Hood, 1991), with its incarnate concepts such as 
entrepreneurial government by Osborne and Gaebler 
(1992), managerialism by Pollit (1990), market-based 
public administration by Lan and Rosenbloom (1992) 
and new public administration by Kaul (1997). The 
different names bear semblance to the various aspects 
or approaches within the New Public Management 
paradigm. However, the NPM is an integrative term 
which defines “an approach in public administration 
that employs knowledge and experiences acquired in 
business management and other disciplines to improve 
efficiency, effectiveness, and general performance 
of public services in modern bureaucracies” (Vigoda, 
2003: 813). The core emphasis entails employing 
business-like or market-centred approaches in 
the delivery of services in the public sector. NPM 
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nonprofit sector, one must necessarily go back into 
the annals of antiquity. It is on record, that the growth 
of the nonprofit sector has largely occurred within the 
context of the “New Public Management”. This is a 
school of thought which argues that the shortcomings 
in public service operations could be overcome by 
introducing business-style management approaches 
and practices such as strategic planning, management 
by objectives, and incentive-based reward systems into 
the administration of the public sector and, favored 
outsourcing many government services to non-
governmental private and nonprofit organizations 
through contracts (Lane, 2000). The NPO, particularly 
NGO and governance is thus both a product of, and 
a response to, the increasingly complex, plural, and 
fragmented nature of public policy implementation 
and service delivery in the 21st century. Thus, within 
the last 35 years, NPOs in general, and more recently 
African NPOs, have increased dramatically in number 
and in influence in Africa (Igoe and Kelsall, 2005). 
This is partly because of the prominent role played 
by the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund in the 1980s and 1990s in rolling back the state 
and enhancing the role of the private sector as the 
raison d’être (Shivji, 2006; Townsend et al., 2004). 
Indeed, NPOs were greeted as the ‘magic bullet’ and 
the panacea for failed top-down development and the 
means to poor people’s empowerment (Hearn, 2007). 
This laid a solid base for the emergence of many 
new local NGOs.  Accompanying this was a growing 
demand from NPOs in the North (INGOs) for local 
partners and a response to the growth of local needs 
as public expenditure declined across the continent 
(Townsend et al., 2004).
It can be deciphered that the same barrage of reforms 
that birthed NPM also provided the underlining logic 
and impetus for the expansion of the NPO sector in 
Africa.

Revamping the NPO Sector-A 
Test Case for Returning to 
NPM Principles?

Undergirding the logic of NPM are several concepts 
and practices that have the premium for rejuvenating 
the NPOs in key areas such as governance, 
management, operations, and service delivery. Next is 
a brief discussion of some of the potential benefits and 
what potential value they can have for improving the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the nonprofit sector.

therefore focuses on “changing the incentives that 
drive public institutions or changing the markets that 
operate within the public sector” (Kolthoff, Huberts 
and Heuvel, 2007: 403, accentuation by the authors). 
Conversely, the NPM paradigm represents a shift 
from the traditional Weberian bureaucratic system 
to a more market-based public administration which 
treats citizens not as “passive recipients of service but 
active customers” (Kaul, 1997: 15). Fundamental to the 
idealism of NPM is that the public sector should be 
managed and/or governed or operated on the ideals 
and tenets of the private sector, with effectiveness and 
efficiency as the cardinal goals and drivers.

NPM & African Non-Profit 
Sector – A Relationship Forged 
from Birth

From the foreboding discussions, it would seem NPM 
is a catalytic tool for only reengineering the state, 
whose failures have been well-documented in much 
of Sub-Saharan Africa.  The connection or nexus with 
the nonprofit sector thus remains unclear if not, weak. 
However, it is the posturing of this paper, that NPM 
and the African nonprofit sector are well connected 
and have antecedents that go well into history. 

As the 16th century French Jurist Jean Bodin posits, “the 
study of history is the beginning of political wisdom”, 
and to find the connection between the NPM and 
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Improving Service Delivery

With the unrelenting tide of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the burden of providing services for the public has 
increased exponentially, crippling the social service 
infrastructure and systems of most African nations. The 
onus has therefore fallen to the incipient private sector 
and burgeoning nonprofit sector to complement 
government in delivering public goods and services. 
It is a well-documented fact that nonprofits are closer 
to citizens, who are addressees of their interventions. 
Conversely, this proximity enables them to ascertain 
and understand the needs of their constituents. NPOs 
do not only act as intermediaries but are best situated 
to respond to community development efforts in line 
with government priorities and agendas. 

From the logic of NPM, this gives them significant 
advantages over other types of providers of public 
services including unique knowledge deriving from 
proximity to distinctive user groups, greater capacity 
for tailoring holistic services to client needs, flexibility, 
and ability to innovate. Additionally, this bequeaths 
them expertise in mobilizing volunteers and private 
charitable resources, and advantages for promoting 
important social values such as diversity, a sense of 
community, and civic activism (Bode and Brandsen, 
2014).

However, in most cases, communities are seen as 
‘beneficiaries’ and passive actors who rarely feature 
in planning, designing and evaluation of interventions 
besides the tokenistic overtures that are made to 
satisfy donor requirements or fulfil all righteousness.

From the standpoint of NPM, the focus should 
shift from viewing communities as passive actors 
(beneficiaries) to valuing them as ‘clients”. Seeing them 
through the prism of clients would enable NPOs to 
redefine their relationship and give communities the 
best ‘customer’ service possible. More critically, this 
can greatly revolutionise the way NPOs design, deliver 
and evaluate services they render to communities. 
Moreover, viewing communities as clients will 
empower NPOs to be measured in their approaches, 
ensure inclusivity in the design and delivery of 
products and services, and seek the ultimate welfare 
of their communities in a sustainable manner.

Furthermore, with the quality of services rendered 
by the nonprofit sector being called into question, 
with issues of accountability and waste, and value 
for money looming over their heads, NPM principles 
of cost effectiveness and emphasis on efficiency can 
transform the processes and procedures that inform 
service delivery by ensuring NPOs operate within the 
parameters of cost effectiveness, innovation, efficiency 
and contracting for results (outcomes) as opposed to 
outputs in their operations.

Finally, one cardinal dogma that is preached by the 
NPM is fostering public-private partnerships. As some 
African states have experimented and shown, this can 
result in increasing efficiency, reducing wastage, and 
eradicating duplication. NPOs can also diversify their 
partnership base by broadening it to include traditional 
and nontraditional partners, particularly the private 
sector. Many NPOs for issues of mistrust, partnership 
building inadequacies, and misconceptions about 
the private sector have failed to forge ties with the 
corporate world. As such, many opportunities for joint 
programming in hastening community development 
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have been missed. Under the rubric of NPM, NPOs 
can begin to see the private sector as ‘new’ partners 
in development especially in their quest to galvanise 
local resources, marketise their services and increase 
efficiency in service delivery. It is also hoped that 
complementarities will be created, scarce resources 
will be optimised, and there may even be a scale up 
impact.

Enhancing NPO Governance and Sustainability

With the issues of legitimacy, transparency and 
accountability looming over NPO credibility, what 
therapeutic effects could the adoption of NPM tenets 
have on the way nonprofit sector governance is 
reimagined? Furthermore, considering the fact that a 
great number of NPOs are struggling to deal with the 
vagaries of the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with a 
gloomy global outlook and shifts in NGO financing, it 
is undeniable that NPO sustainability is facing another 
daunting test. In an attempt to explore these debates, 
let us first deal with the most pressing predicament 
that confronts the sector; Sustainability! A recent 
study shows, the African NGO sector is characterized 
by external financial dependence accompanied by 
an external orientation with most NGOs relying on 
foreign aid for more than 90 per cent of their funding 
(Hearn, 2007). This assertion is validated by the 
findings of a USAID 2019 Civil Society Organization 
(CSO) Sustainability Index for Sub-Saharan Africa 

report, which notes that financial viability is the overall 
weakest dimension across the surveyed countries.  
Deteriorations were reported in ten countries with a 
shift in donors’ interests or a narrowing of their focus to 
specific issues (USAID, 2020). The report goes further 
to state; the ability of most of these NPOs to diversify 
sources of revenue is weak due to weak fundraising 
skills and difficult economic conditions. (Shivji, 2006) 
concurs by stating, “an overwhelming number of 
African nonprofits do not have any independent source 
of funding and have to seek donor funds through the 
procedures set by the funding agencies.”  With most 
African nonprofits having an aversion for business/
entrepreneurship coupled with a mistrust of the 
private sector, exploring alternative models of funding 
that are rooted in strong market-based models is a 
no-go area. However, this is perhaps an underexplored 
alternative to the traditional intellectual begging that 
characterises resource mobilisation efforts of many 
nonprofits in Africa. Elsewhere in India and Latin 
America, social entrepreneurship and new forms of 
profit and nonprofit partnerships have taken root and 
are already bearing fruits. Guided by the ideals of NPM, 
private sector financing and management models can 
replace traditional donor-inspired aid models and 
financing, which are in the long term more durable 
and sustainable.

With regards to the issues of probity and accountability, 
the rudiments of NPM can offer some sanitizing 
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 1 According to the report, financial viability remained the weakest dimension of CSO sustainability in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Deteriorations were reported in ten countries and were usually attributed to a shift in donors’ interests or a 
narrowing of their focus to specific issues (such as security, elections, or gender-based violence), thereby reducing 
funding for other programmatic areas. Only three countries reported improvements: Rwanda, where CSOs secured 
government contracts; The Gambia, where donors opened up funding to projects in new areas (corruption, sexual 
violence, and gender); and Ethiopia, where the new government loosened restrictions on access to funding and 
spending.

2 The relationship between NPM and corruption is a complex one. Schools of thought are divided on whether 
NPM curtails or fosters corruption. It is however the reasoning of this paper, some ideals of NPM could have some 
sanitizing effects on curtailing corrupt practices
  It should be noted these mergers may have their own inherent weaknesses, as such require a great deal of due 
diligence and tact before and during the process of merging

https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/csosi-africa-2019-report.pdf
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/csosi-africa-2019-report.pdf
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/csosi-africa-2019-report.pdf
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remedies for the issues of trust, transparency and NPO 
credibility in general. One key governance area that 
has threatened the legitimacy of NPOs in Sub-Saharan 
Africa is corruption. The NPO sector regrettably has 
not been able to insulate itself from the menace 
of corruption. Accountability and transparency 
mechanisms remain opaque and numerous, accusing 
fingers have been pointed at the sector for calling out 
the state/government but ignoring and perpetuating 
the same ills. Riding on the tide of NPM, NPOs can 
reverse the increasing incidence of corruption and 
bad corporate governance. Inherent in the various 
reforms proposed by NPM are remedies for fighting 
corruption. As (Osborne & Gaebler, 1997) argue 
that NPM introduces competition, quality standards, 
performance measurement and a clear responsibility 
structure which, raises transparency of an organisation 
and therefore helps to deter corrupt deals (ibid, 1997). 
Remaining Competitive in a Competitive Sector
Closely linked with the issue of sustainability, as the NPO 
space becomes increasingly competitive and crowded, 
there is an urgent need for nonprofits to be strategic 
and innovative in the way they organise themselves. 
This is especially true for smaller organisations that 
struggle to attract funds, visibility, and prominence. 

This is one key area where NPM ideals could offer 
some hope, as Skloot (2000) suggests that several 
different models that are driven by privatisation and 
competition agendas can be replicated within the 
nonprofit arena. These may include ‘sales’ to and/or 
mergers with other agencies or private providers, joint 
ventures with nonprofit or for-profit organisations, and 
the fully privatised managing corporation. Already, 
the NPO landscape has begun to experiment some of 
these ideas in Ghana, recounting the merger of Oxfam 
- Ibis in 2017.   These new forms of organisation or 
conglomerates can help struggling NPOs to survive the 
turbulent currents caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
donor fatigue, suppressed civic space, among others.

Lastly, the COVID-19 pandemic has left a great 
number of nonprofits reeling. According to a recent 
research on the impact of Covid-19 on  CSOs in Ghana 
conducted by WACSI, 81% of the CSOs reported 
delayed or reduced funding from donors, as well as 
funding restrictions and related constraints as key 
impacts of the pandemic on their organisations and as 
high as 41 % indicated they will not be able to render 
services if the pandemic persists  . Here again, NPM 
offers a cushion of support. Downsizing and Cost 
reduction as prescribed by NPM school of thought 
can offer short term solutions to these challenges. 
Already, a good number of NPOs have resorted to 
these measures unknowingly. However, it must be 
stressed that keeping cost low should not compromise 
efficiency. The critical practice as dictated by NPM is 
“doing more with less” with an increased emphasis on 
value for money (Liveris, 2021). 
 

Conclusion

Even though it may seem the best years of NPM as 
a concept in the yesteryears, it can be deciphered 
from the discussions that it still holds promise for 
rejuvenating nonprofit governance and management. 
This, however, will require selective application 
of some of the more realistic and practical tools, 
principles, and tenets. It would also demand a careful 
enquiry into how some of these practices work and 
their applicability within the nonprofit domain to yield 
the greatest impact. The possibilities are limitless, but 
as is often said, “fortune favors the brave” and it is 
when these ideas are tested that we can truly assess 
the efficacy. As the write up has attempted to show, 
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the benefits of the applicability of NPM are immense 
to the nonprofit sector. The African nonprofit sector 
has very little to lose in the search of better solutions 
to the incessant issues of management and corporate 
governance, but more to gain if it can once again 
embrace and experiment with NPM as  have been the 
norm other models.
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