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Abstract 
Non-profit organisations (NGOs) operate within an environment undergoing profound 
technological, political, and economic transformation. This article identifies five interrelated 
trends that will shape the mechanisms of social change in the coming decades: digital 
innovation, cross-sector collaboration, localisation, South–South cooperation, and global 
political economy shifts. Digital tools such as artificial intelligence, data analytics, and 
social media enable unprecedented advocacy and humanitarian capabilities while 
introducing risks of surveillance, exclusion, and algorithmic bias. Cross-sector collaboration 
fosters resource diversification and hybrid innovation but can entrench philanthrocapitalist 
logics, elite capture, and mission drift. The localisation agenda promises to strengthen 
community-led development and legitimacy yet remains constrained by donor control and 
unequal power relations. Expanding South–South cooperation challenges historical 
hierarchies by promoting peer learning and solidarity but faces inclusivity and capacity 
gaps. Meanwhile, the global political economy—characterised by authoritarian populism, 
weakened multilateralism, and shrinking civic space—simultaneously amplifies societal 
demand for NGOs and constrains their freedom of action. These dynamics are ambivalent: 
they open new opportunities for innovation and partnership while reinforcing systemic 
inequities. The future effectiveness of NGOs will depend on their ability to adapt 
strategically, embed equity and accountability, and transform emerging mechanisms into 
vehicles of genuine systemic change.

Keywords 
non-profit organisations; digital innovation; localisation; South–South cooperation; 
philanthrocapitalism; civic space

1. Introduction 
The mechanisms through which non-profit organisations generate social change are 
constantly evolving in response to technological advances, political realignments, and 
transformations in global governance. While much scholarship has analysed how NGOs 
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historically mobilise resources, construct legitimacy, and enact influence, the rapid pace of 
digitalisation and geopolitical transition calls for renewed examination of future 
trajectories.
This article explores five interconnected trends that will shape the next generation of NGO 
mechanisms: (1) the rise of digital innovation and networked activism; (2) deepening cross-
sector collaboration and philanthrocapitalism; (3) the localisation agenda and community-
led governance; (4) the growth of South–South cooperation and peer networks; and (5) 
shifting global political and economic conditions that both empower and endanger civil 
society. Together, these developments signal a reconfiguration of how NGOs operate, 
sustain legitimacy, and mediate power in an increasingly volatile world.

2. Digital Innovation and Activism 
Digital technologies have redefined the operational landscape of civil society, transforming 
how NGOs mobilise, communicate, and deliver impact. Social media has enabled rapid 
transnational mobilisation, as illustrated by movements such as #MeToo and Black Lives 
Matter, where local activism cascaded into global solidarity networks (Tufekci, 2017). 
Artificial intelligence, big data, and digital mapping now support humanitarian logistics, 
predictive modelling, and evidence-based advocacy (Latonero, 2019). These tools increase 
efficiency and reach, offering unprecedented visibility for marginalised causes.
However, digital transformation also introduces new vulnerabilities. Algorithmic bias can 
reproduce inequalities, privileging voices aligned with dominant cultural and linguistic 
frameworks. Authoritarian regimes use surveillance technologies to monitor activists, 
restrict online dissent, and criminalise association (Hintz, Dencik, & Wahl-Jorgensen, 
2018). Moreover, the digital divide excludes rural and low-income populations, 
exacerbating existing disparities in representation. For NGOs, the challenge lies in 
balancing technological adoption with rights-based safeguards—ensuring that digital 
expansion strengthens equity rather than deepening exclusion.

3. Cross-Sector Collaboration and Philanthrocapitalism 
As traditional funding models become increasingly uncertain, NGOs are forging new 
alliances with private enterprises, philanthropic foundations, and social investors. The 
concept of shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011) envisions partnerships where business 
objectives align with social outcomes, offering potential for innovation and scale. In 
practice, such collaborations have driven progress in areas like public health, renewable 
energy, and inclusive finance.
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Yet these partnerships also raise concerns about philanthrocapitalism—the application of 
business logics to social change that privileges efficiency, quantification, and elite control 
(McGoey, 2015). Wealthy donors and corporate actors often steer agendas toward 
technocratic or market-based solutions that depoliticise structural inequalities. NGOs risk 
becoming subcontractors in global systems of accumulation rather than independent 
advocates for justice. The future of cross-sector collaboration will therefore hinge on 
critical negotiation: NGOs must leverage resources and innovation while maintaining 
ethical boundaries, participatory governance, and mission integrity.

4. Localisation and Community-Led Approaches 
The localisation agenda, formalised in the 2016 Grand Bargain, calls for shifting resources, 
decision-making power, and accountability toward local actors (Barbelet, 2019). This 
movement responds to longstanding critiques of Northern dominance in development and 
humanitarian systems. Local organisations bring contextual expertise, trust, and cultural 
legitimacy, often serving as first responders in crises.
Despite rhetorical commitments, localisation remains constrained by donor hierarchies. 
Funding continues to flow through international intermediaries, and capacity-building 
efforts often reproduce dependency rather than autonomy (Roepstorff, 2020). Achieving 
genuine localisation requires structural reallocation of power—redirecting not only financial 
flows but also epistemic authority. NGOs can play a catalytic role by acting as facilitators 
and enablers rather than implementers, prioritising participatory decision-making and 
strengthening community institutions. The future of localisation depends on whether 
international systems are willing to cede control in favour of equitable partnership.

5. South–South Cooperation and Emerging Networks 
The rise of South–South cooperation reflects a broader shift in global power, with actors 
from the Global South increasingly shaping development discourse and practice. NGOs and 
social movements across Latin America, Africa, and Asia are forging horizontal alliances 
that emphasise solidarity, peer learning, and shared cultural frameworks (Mawdsley, 2012). 
These partnerships bypass traditional Northern intermediaries, promoting indigenous 
models of innovation and contextually grounded solutions (Kaldor, Selchow, & Heneghan, 
2012).
However, internal hierarchies persist. Digital platforms that enable transnational 
collaboration often privilege urban, educated elites, marginalising rural or minority groups. 
Moreover, uneven access to technology and language barriers can reproduce North–South 
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patterns within the South itself. To realise the transformative potential of South–South 
cooperation, NGOs must adopt inclusive strategies that decentralise knowledge production 
and prioritise mutual capacity building. When effectively harnessed, these networks can 
serve as laboratories of alternative governance and participatory democracy.

6. Global Political Economy and Shrinking Civic Space 
The global political economy increasingly constrains the space for civil society. The erosion 
of liberal multilateralism and the rise of authoritarian populism have normalised 
restrictions on association, assembly, and funding (Carothers & Youngs, 2015). In many 
countries, NGOs face registration barriers, foreign agent laws, and digital censorship, 
eroding their autonomy and safety. The CIVICUS (2023) report notes that civic space is 
now “closed or repressed” in more than two-thirds of the world’s population.
At the same time, crises such as climate change, pandemics, and mass migration have 
intensified societal reliance on NGOs. This paradox—rising public demand amid declining 
political freedom—creates a precarious operating environment. To survive, NGOs must 
adopt adaptive strategies: diversifying funding, investing in digital security, and forging 
protective alliances with international and regional bodies. Resilience will increasingly 
depend on strategic agility and moral clarity, balancing advocacy with the pragmatics of 
survival in contested political landscapes.

7. Conclusion 
The future of NGO change mechanisms will be shaped by the interplay between innovation, 
localisation, and political constraint. Digital technologies, cross-sector collaborations, and 
South–South networks expand the capacity for global solidarity and systemic influence, 
while localisation deepens legitimacy and contextual relevance. Yet these same dynamics 
also intensify inequalities, mission drift, and exposure to political repression.
For scholars, these trends highlight the necessity of analysing NGOs not as isolated actors 
but as adaptive institutions embedded in dynamic global systems. For practitioners, they 
underscore the need for strategic hybridity—combining technological innovation with 
ethical reflexivity, and global alliances with local accountability. The defining question of 
the coming decade is not whether NGOs can adapt, but whether adaptation will serve 
systemic transformation or reinforce the hierarchies they were created to challenge. 
Sustaining relevance and integrity will depend on their capacity to embody both resilience 
and resistance within the shifting architecture of global change.
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