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Introduction

The increasing integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) governance into social sectors, particularly non-profit
organizations, has made algorithms a core component of management processes for aid allocation, needs assessment,
and project prioritization. This evolution, while enhancing efficiency, introduces challenges such as algorithmic bias,
opacity in decision-making, accountability issues, and potential privacy violations (Sari, 2025: 128; Barnes, 2025: 2).
Often, these processes manifest as “shadow governance,” where algorithms invisibly influence organizational decisions,
potentially perpetuating inequality or eroding public trust (Aizenberg et al., 2025: 921). Since Al systems are trained on
historical data, there is a risk of reinforcing existing biases and leading to unintentional discrimination in resource
distribution (Morse et al., 2020: 2; Akter et al., 2021: 2).

While most research has focused on Al applications in fields like education and policy (Yuanyuan, 2024: 105;
Rakowski & Kowalikova, 2024: 2), the examination of algorithmic governance within charitable organizations remains
limited (Furendal, 2023: 4). Consequently, the central research problem is to understand how algorithmic governance
shapes the opportunities and threats of shadow management in non-profits and to identify the necessary mechanisms to
enhance transparency, accountability, and fairness in this process. The study aims to provide a conceptual framework
for the ethical management of this phenomenon. Its significance lies in mitigating bias risks and bolstering public trust,
though the study is limited by a scarcity of empirical studies in this domain.
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Methodology

This research employed an exploratory mixed-methods approach across two stages to analyze the role of algorithmic
governance in charitable organizations’ decision-making and to elucidate the opportunities and threats of shadow
management. The first stage involved a systematic meta-synthesis of credible academic sources from English (Web of
Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect) and Persian (SID, Noormags, Civilica, ElImnet) databases. From 142
initial articles, 60 English and 6 Persian sources were selected for final analysis after rigorous screening based on title,
abstract, quality, and content relevance. This meta-synthesis identified key dimensions, components, and indicators of
algorithmic governance’s opportunities and threats, culminating in a comprehensive, multidimensional conceptual
framework.

The findings from the meta-synthesis informed the design of the data collection instrument for the second,
qualitative stage. A semi-structured questionnaire, based on the identified dimensions and components, was developed
for expert interviews. These interviews aimed to gather specialized perspectives on the opportunities and threats of
shadow management emerging from the expansion of algorithmic governance. This approach revealed hidden aspects
of the phenomenon by integrating theoretical foundations with expert experiences. Accordingly, the opportunities and
threats of shadow management in charities were investigated using thematic analysis with the participation of 10
experts (professors of public administration and specialists in ethics, governance, and algorithmic management). Data
were collected through in-depth, focused interviews, analyzed via open, axial, and selective coding, and the reliability
of the analysis was confirmed.

Findings
In the first stage, this study utilized meta-synthesis and the systematic screening of 66 peer-reviewed sources to develop
a comprehensive framework of the dimensions, components, and indicators of algorithmic governance. The findings
reveal that algorithmic governance presents a complex duality of capacity and risk. Opportunities include enhanced
transparency and accountability, improved data and model performance, elevated employee experience, increased
organizational agility, and optimized decision-making. Conversely, associated threats involve data quality issues, model
errors, algorithmic bias, ethical and privacy violations, psychological stress, and operational security risks. This
framework provided the foundation for designing the data collection instrument and the subsequent thematic analysis.
In the second stage, thematic analysis of expert interviews identified the opportunities and threats of “shadow
management” within algorithmic governance in charitable organizations. Results demonstrate that the intelligent
application of data and algorithms can transform charities from traditional intermediaries into active social governance
agents by empowering independent decision-making, fostering synergy with state entities, producing field-based
knowledge, and strengthening social capital. However, structural threats were also identified, such as the surreptitious
redesign of decision-making processes, monopolization of data interpretation, mission drift, the reproduction of
inequality, erosion of accountability, and weakened organizational learning. Ultimately, while shadow management
may enhance agility and innovation, it poses significant challenges to the sustainability and legitimacy of charitable
organizations if robust governance mechanisms are absent. The final conceptual model is presented in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Final Model of the Threats and Opportunities of Shadow Management Considering Algorithmic Governance

Discussion and Conclusion
The findings of this study indicate that algorithmic governance in charitable organizations is a dual-faceted
phenomenon that can simultaneously create pathways for enhanced efficiency, equity, and agility, while also enabling
the emergence of shadow management and structural threats. Within the proposed framework, we identified
opportunities such as strengthened decision-making capacities, the production and use of reliable data, the development
of fairness-oriented algorithms, and enhanced institutional collaboration. Conversely, threats such as the weakening of
formal decision-making processes, data monopolization, erosion of accountability, reproduction of inequalities, and
technological lock-in demonstrate that the unregulated application of algorithms may jeopardize organizational integrity
and legitimacy. Accordingly, it is essential for charities to adopt a balanced approach that leverages the transformative
potential of data and algorithms while preventing hidden and informal decision-making mechanisms. Based on the
results, it is recommended that charities and policymaking bodies develop a framework for responsible algorithmic
governance, including standards for transparency, bias auditing, meaningful human oversight, and data protection.
Despite the systematic design of this study, its focus was primarily at the organizational level and based on a limited
number of experts, with less attention paid to cultural, legal, and technological contextual factors. Therefore, future
research should employ quantitative methods and causal modeling to test these relationships, conduct cross-country
comparative studies, and examine the role of regulatory bodies in mitigating threats and reinforcing opportunities.
Field-based investigations into employees’ interactions with algorithms and studies on small and community-based
charities may further enrich the literature in this domain.
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Algorithmic Governance, Shadow Management, Charitable Organizations, Algorithmic Transparency, Algorithmic
Fairness, Responsible Al Governance.
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Table 1. Introduction of experts participating in the thematic analysis of opportunities and threats arising from
shadow management in charitable decision-making
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Figure 1. The screening process of articles for the meta-synthesis of studies related to algorithmic governance
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Table 2. Description of the meta-synthesis sources for developing the framework of opportunities and threats of
algorithmic governance
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Table 5. Threats arising from shadow management in charitable decision-making within the framework of
algorithmic governance
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Table 6. Kappa index status and the results of Cohen’s Kappa agreement coefficient for the challenges and
opportunities Arising from shadow management considering algorithmic governance
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Figure 2. Final model of threats and opportunities arising from shadow management considering algorithmic
governance
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