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Abstract
Theoretical models of NGO effectiveness must be grounded in empirical practice to

illuminate how change occurs in diverse contexts. Case studies offer comparative insights
into advocacy, service delivery, grassroots mobilisation, and the consequences of failure.
This article analyses four emblematic cases: the International Campaign to Ban Landmines
(ICBL), BRAC in Bangladesh, the Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) in South Africa, and
the Kony 2012 initiative by Invisible Children. Each illustrates distinct pathways of
influence, from policy reform to cultural transformation. The ICBL demonstrates how
framing strategies and transnational coalitions can achieve systemic policy change. BRAC
exemplifies how localised service delivery can evolve into national systems of provision.
TAC highlights the role of grassroots mobilisation and discourse in reshaping norms around
health and citizenship. By contrast, the Kony 2012 campaign underscores the risks of
oversimplification, donor-driven advocacy, and disconnection from local legitimacy.
Comparative analysis confirms that NGO pathways are not uniform but contingent, shaped
by resources, structures, legitimacy, and political environments. Success and failure alike
offer critical lessons for scholars and practitioners, reinforcing the need to view NGO

influence as relational, hybrid, and context-dependent.

Keywords
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systemic change

1. Introduction
While theories and conceptual frameworks help articulate how NGOs are expected to

generate change, the real dynamics of transformation become tangible only when viewed
through the lens of empirical cases. Case studies bridge theory and practice, revealing how
organisational structures, strategies, and contexts interact to produce—or inhibit—impact.
They allow researchers to observe mechanisms in motion and identify the social, political,

and cultural conditions under which success or failure unfolds.
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Crucially, case studies illuminate not only achievement but also failure. The study of
unsuccessful or controversial initiatives is as valuable as that of celebrated ones, offering
insight into the structural and ethical boundaries of NGO influence. This article examines
four distinct cases—each emblematic of a broader mode of NGO action: the International
Campaign to Ban Landmines (advocacy and global governance), BRAC (service delivery
and institutionalisation), the Treatment Action Campaign (grassroots mobilisation and
cultural transformation), and Kony 2012 (failure and legitimacy crisis). Together, they map

the spectrum of NGO change pathways, highlighting both diversity and interdependence.

2. Advocacy and Policy Reform: The International Campaign to Ban
Landmines
The International Campaign to Ban Landmines (ICBL) provides a seminal example of

how transnational advocacy networks can achieve global policy reform through strategic
framing and coalition-building. Founded in 1992, the campaign united more than 1,000
NGOs across 60 countries to demand an international ban on landmines. Its strategy
combined humanitarian framing—emphasising civilian suffering and moral responsibility —
with pragmatic coalition politics that engaged sympathetic governments and international
institutions (Price, 1998).

ICBL’s success culminated in the 1997 Ottawa Treaty, signed by over 120 states,
establishing a legal ban on anti-personnel landmines. Scholars attribute this achievement to
three mechanisms: first, symbolic politics, which transformed a technical arms-control issue
into a humanitarian cause; second, networked legitimacy, built through broad-based
coalition structures; and third, strategic flexibility, which enabled rapid adaptation to
shifting political opportunities (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). The campaign’s decentralised yet
coordinated structure exemplifies how NGOs can translate moral framing into binding
international agreements, demonstrating the potential of civil society to reshape norms and

institutions at the global level.

3. Service Delivery and Scaling: BRAC in Bangladesh
The case of BRAC (formerly Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee) illustrates

how sustained service delivery can evolve into national-scale institutional transformation.
Established in 1972 to provide relief and rehabilitation after Bangladesh’s war of
independence, BRAC began as a small community-based initiative focused on literacy and
microcredit. Over the decades, it expanded into one of the largest NGOs globally, operating

in health, education, agriculture, and economic empowerment (Smillie, 2009).
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BRAC’s success lies in its iterative scaling strategy. Instead of replicating projects
mechanically, it developed adaptive models refined through continuous feedback and local
participation. The organisation built an integrated structure combining research, service
provision, and policy dialogue, which allowed it to institutionalise innovation across sectors.
Over time, BRAC’s outputs —community schools, microfinance networks, and rural health
clinics—became the foundation for systemic change. The Bangladeshi government adopted
several of its approaches into public policy, transforming pilot programmes into nationwide
services. This trajectory exemplifies how service delivery, when coupled with
organisational learning and policy engagement, can produce enduring structural
impact. Yet, BRAC’s scale also raises questions about bureaucratisation and the balance

between professionalisation and participatory accountability.

4. Grassroots Mobilisation and Cultural Transformation: The Treatment Action
Campaign
The Treatment Action Campaign (TAC), founded in South Africa in 1998, demonstrates

how NGOs can transform social norms through rights-based mobilisation and discourse.
Emerging during the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, TAC challenged government
denialism and pharmaceutical monopolies that restricted access to antiretroviral drugs. Its
strategy fused grassroots activism with legal advocacy, combining mass protests with
constitutional litigation to secure treatment access as a human right (Robins, 2006).

Beyond policy victories, TAC achieved a profound cultural transformation. It reframed
HIV/AIDS from a private, stigmatised condition into a public issue of citizenship and
justice. Through education, storytelling, and community theatre, TAC humanised the
epidemic and empowered affected individuals to claim visibility and dignity. The
movement’s participatory ethos fostered solidarity across class and race, challenging
structural inequalities rooted in apartheid legacies. TAC’s impact demonstrates that NGOs
can act not only as service providers or lobbyists but also as agents of cultural

redefinition, reshaping the moral and symbolic foundations of governance.

5. Lessons from Failure: Kony 2012 and the Limits of Elite-Driven Advocacy
The Kony 2012 campaign, launched by the U.S.-based organisation Invisible Children,

offers a counterpoint to the previous successes. In 2012, a short documentary calling for the
arrest of Ugandan warlord Joseph Kony went viral, reaching over 100 million views in a

matter of days. The campaign mobilised unprecedented digital engagement and financial
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support, hailed initially as a model for youth-driven advocacy. Yet its rapid rise was
followed by intense backlash.

Critics argued that Kony 2012 oversimplified the conflict, portraying complex regional
dynamics through a Western humanitarian lens that marginalised Ugandan voices and
reproduced “saviour” narratives (Cole, 2012). The campaign’s emphasis on visibility over
accountability led to symbolic mobilisation without sustained policy impact. Despite its
reach, it failed to produce measurable improvements in regional stability or local
empowerment. This case highlights how narrative power divorced from contextual
sensitivity can lead to reputational and ethical failure. It underscores the necessity of
grounding advocacy in local legitimacy, participatory consultation, and nuanced

representation (Choudry & Kapoor, 2013).

6. Discussion
These four cases reveal the plurality and contingency of NGO change pathways. The

ICBL succeeded through coalition-driven advocacy and moral framing; BRAC through
institutionalised service delivery and policy influence; TAC through cultural mobilisation
and participatory activism; and Kony 2012 through high visibility but ethical and contextual
failure. Each case underscores that NGO effectiveness depends not on any single variable —
resources, strategy, or structure—but on the alignment between internal capacities and
external environments.

Comparative analysis reveals several cross-cutting insights. First, legitimacy 1is
multidimensional: grounded in expertise, participation, and moral credibility. Second,
sustainability requires organisational learning and adaptive feedback loops that connect
short-term outputs to long-term outcomes. Third, power and voice must be critically
examined—who defines the problem, who benefits from representation, and whose
knowledge is silenced. Failures such as Kony 2012 are not anomalies but reminders that
ethical reflexivity and contextual humility are integral to effective practice. Viewing NGO
pathways as hybrid and relational allows for a more realistic appreciation of how influence

operates within complex, contested systems.

7. Conclusion
Case studies of advocacy, service delivery, mobilisation, and failure illustrate the diversity

of NGO strategies and the structural conditions that enable or constrain impact. Policy
advocacy, as in the ICBL, demonstrates how transnational networks can translate moral

imperatives into legal instruments. Service delivery, as exemplified by BRAC, shows how
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iterative scaling and integration can institutionalise social innovation. Grassroots
mobilisation, as seen in TAC, underscores the transformative potential of collective agency
and discourse. Conversely, failures such as Kony 2012 expose the limits of technocratic and
externally driven advocacy detached from local realities.

For scholars, these cases affirm the value of comparative, context-sensitive research that
links mechanisms to environments. For practitioners, they emphasise the need for coherence
between strategy, legitimacy, and structure. Success in NGO work is rarely linear; it
emerges from iterative learning, ethical reflexivity, and adaptation. Ultimately, these case
studies demonstrate that the power of NGOs lies not in uniform models of influence but in
their capacity to navigate complexity, negotiate power, and sustain credibility across

diverse and changing terrains of social transformation.
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