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Abstract 
This article synthesises theoretical, empirical, and critical perspectives on how non-profit 
organisations (NGOs) generate social change. Moving beyond celebratory narratives of 
NGO success or reductive critiques of failure, it proposes an integrated framework linking 
inputs, processes, structures, and outcomes. At the foundational level, NGOs mobilise 
diverse forms of capital—human, financial, social, and symbolic—that underpin collective 
action. These inputs feed into processes such as service delivery, advocacy, education, 
framing, and innovation, which unfold within organisational structures and governance 
models that shape legitimacy, accountability, and adaptability. Outputs may evolve into 
outcomes and, under favourable conditions, contribute to systemic impact. The framework 
underscores interdependencies and trade-offs: financial resources enable service delivery but 
risk mission drift; participatory governance strengthens legitimacy but complicates scaling. 
Persistent challenges—including donor dependency, methodological complexity, contested 
legitimacy, and shrinking civic space—further constrain NGO effectiveness. Future research 
must explore how grassroots actors navigate power asymmetries, how digital transformation 
reshapes accountability and legitimacy, and under what conditions NGO interventions yield 
systemic reform. For practitioners, the framework highlights adaptive evaluation, downward 
accountability, balanced governance, and humility in claiming impact. NGOs are neither 
saviours nor irrelevancies but intermediaries embedded in complex environments, whose 
influence arises from the dynamic, systemic, and often paradoxical processes through which 
societies change.

Keywords 
non-profit organisations; mechanisms of change; legitimacy; accountability; systemic 
impact; complexity

1. Introduction 
How do non-profit organisations actually generate social change? This question has 
preoccupied scholars and practitioners for decades, inspiring alternating waves of optimism 
and critique. NGOs have been variously celebrated as drivers of democratisation and service 
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innovation and criticised as agents of neoliberal governance or instruments of foreign 
influence. Yet both perspectives tend to overlook the systemic complexity of NGO action.
This article advances an integrated framework for understanding NGO mechanisms of 
social change. Drawing on theoretical, empirical, and critical literature, it argues that NGOs 
do not achieve transformation through isolated interventions but through the interplay of 
inputs, processes, and structures, producing outputs, outcomes, and—at times—systemic 
impact. Understanding this interplay requires situating NGOs within the broader political, 
cultural, and economic environments that enable and constrain their work.

2. Inputs, Processes, and Structures as Mechanisms 
At the foundation of NGO action lie inputs—resources that form the material and symbolic 
basis for collective action. These include:

• Human capital, encompassing staff expertise, volunteers, and local knowledge;
• Financial capital, derived from donors, philanthropy, or social enterprise;
• Social capital, embodied in networks, partnerships, and coalitions; and
• Intangible capital, including legitimacy, reputation, and framing power.

These inputs are mobilised through processes—the operational engines that connect 
resources to influence. Processes encompass service delivery, which meets immediate 
needs and demonstrates capability; advocacy, which shapes policy and public discourse; 
education, which builds civic capacity; framing, which defines social meaning; and 
innovation, which generates new models of practice.
Such processes unfold within structures—the institutional arrangements and governance 
models that regulate authority and accountability. Structural configurations range from 
grassroots associations and federated networks to bureaucratic international NGOs. 
Structures determine how decisions are made, whose voices are prioritised, and how 
legitimacy is distributed. Importantly, each dimension interacts dynamically: resource 
availability shapes organisational processes, which in turn adapt to structural constraints and 
opportunities.

3. Outputs, Outcomes, and Systemic Impact 
NGO effectiveness can be understood as a progression from outputs to outcomes to 
systemic impacts.

• Outputs represent immediate, tangible products—training workshops, reports, health 
services, or advocacy campaigns.
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• Outcomes denote behavioural, institutional, or normative shifts—for example, 
enhanced community participation or policy reform.

• Systemic impacts involve enduring transformations in governance, social structures, 
or cultural norms.

However, change is rarely linear. Outputs do not automatically generate outcomes, nor do 
outcomes guarantee systemic transformation. Rather, impact depends on the convergence of 
mechanisms across levels: the mobilisation of resources, the effectiveness of processes, and 
the enabling or constraining features of structures. NGOs thus contribute to change as part 
of broader constellations of actors, rather than as singular causal agents.

4. Persistent Challenges and Constraints 
Despite their visibility and diversity, NGOs operate under structural and ethical constraints 
that complicate their influence.
Resource dependency exposes organisations to donor agendas and market pressures, often 
leading to mission drift (Edwards & Hulme, 1996; Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). 
Attribution-based evaluation frameworks oversimplify collective processes, while 
contribution analysis struggles for legitimacy in donor circles (Eyben, Guijt, Roche, & 
Shutt, 2015). Legitimacy remains fragile, challenged by governments that view NGOs as 
foreign agents and communities that question their representativeness (Suchman, 1995; 
Dupuy, Ron, & Prakash, 2015).
NGOs’ intermediary position generates accountability dilemmas: balancing responsiveness 
to donors with accountability to beneficiaries (Najam, 1996). Ethical challenges further 
complicate representation—Mohan’s (2002) notion of “ventriloquism” captures how NGOs 
sometimes speak for, rather than with, marginalised communities. Meanwhile, political 
resistance and shrinking civic space, particularly in authoritarian and hybrid regimes, 
constrain NGO action and autonomy (Carothers & Brechenmacher, 2014).
These challenges are not incidental but constitutive, embedded in the very structures that 
enable NGO existence. They demand adaptive, reflexive strategies that reconcile competing 
imperatives of legitimacy, accountability, and effectiveness.

5. Future Research Directions 
Several research frontiers emerge from this framework. First, methodological innovation is 
needed to trace NGO contributions in complex systems without reverting to simplistic 
causal models. Process tracing and realist evaluation offer promising approaches for 
analysing context-mechanism-outcome relationships.
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Second, scholars should examine when and how service delivery transitions into 
systemic reform—for example, when micro-level interventions alter institutional norms or 
state policies. Third, attention must turn to power relations within transnational NGO 
networks, especially between Global North funders and Global South actors, and how 
South–South cooperation reconfigures development hierarchies (Mawdsley, 2012).
Finally, emerging technologies—digital platforms, data analytics, and artificial intelligence
—warrant scrutiny for their implications on legitimacy, privacy, and participatory 
governance. These questions are central to understanding how NGOs evolve within digitally 
mediated and politically fragmented environments.

6. Implications for Practice 
For practitioners, the integrated framework offers both diagnostic and strategic insights. 
NGOs must:

1. Balance financial sustainability with mission integrity, diversifying funding 
sources without compromising values.

2. Design governance systems that combine downward accountability to communities 
with upward accountability to donors and states.

3. Adopt adaptive evaluation approaches—such as developmental and realist 
evaluation—that capture non-linear, emergent impacts.

4. Prioritise ethical reflexivity, ensuring that representation amplifies rather than 
appropriates community voice.

5. Cultivate humility in claiming impact, recognising that transformation arises from 
collective processes rather than individual organisational success.

By embedding these principles, NGOs can strengthen their systemic contributions while 
preserving legitimacy and responsiveness in uncertain contexts.

7. Conclusion 
NGO influence is best understood as the outcome of interdependent mechanisms linking 
inputs, processes, structures, and outcomes. Their transformative capacity is shaped by the 
quality of these interconnections, as well as by external political and cultural conditions. 
Resource dependencies, legitimacy dilemmas, accountability tensions, and political 
constraints all mediate their effectiveness.
Rather than viewing NGOs as either heroic changemakers or compromised intermediaries, 
this framework positions them as embedded actors navigating complexity—adaptive, 
relational, and contextually bounded. For scholars, it provides an integrative lens to analyse 
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mechanisms of NGO influence. For practitioners, it offers a reflective tool for aligning 
strategy with ethical and systemic awareness. In an era defined by digital disruption and 
shrinking civic space, understanding NGOs as dynamic intermediaries within networks of 
change is essential for sustaining their relevance and integrity in shaping the future of global 
civil society.
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