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Abstract
The effectiveness of non-profit organisations in creating social change remains a contested

issue in both scholarly and professional debates. While NGOs are widely recognised for
their contributions to service delivery, advocacy, and accountability, there is less clarity
about the mechanisms through which these organisations convert resources and processes
into systemic transformation. This article examines the layered pathways by which NGOs
influence governance and development, distinguishing between outputs, outcomes, and
systemic impacts. Drawing on theories of organisational sociology, social movements, and
evaluation research, the analysis highlights how non-profits operate as intermediaries
between states, markets, and communities. Their dual role creates both opportunities for
democratisation and vulnerabilities linked to donor dependency, legitimacy struggles, and
institutional constraints. Rather than reducing NGO effectiveness to either celebratory or
critical narratives, this article develops a framework for understanding change as the
product of interactions among inputs, processes, structures, and contexts. By reframing
NGO effectiveness through mechanisms, the discussion advances both academic theory and
practical insights for practitioners seeking to enhance social impact in complex political

environments.

Keywords
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1. Introduction
The role of non-profit organisations (NGOs) in fostering social change has become one of

the central debates in development and governance studies. NGOs are often described as the
moral and operational bridge between governments, markets, and communities —institutions
that mobilise resources, deliver services, and articulate public values. Yet despite decades of
scholarship and practice, the question of how NGOs actually generate change remains

elusive. Much research has focused either on describing what NGOs do or evaluating what
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they achieve, without tracing the intermediate mechanisms that connect organisational
activity to social transformation.

This article argues that understanding NGO influence requires a shift from static evaluations
of outcomes toward a mechanistic perspective—one that examines how resources,
structures, and processes interact to produce effects across different levels of society. Rather
than assuming linear causality, this approach views social change as emergent and
relational. It recognises that NGOs operate within complex systems shaped by power,
culture, and institutional norms. Their effectiveness depends not only on internal capacity
but also on their ability to navigate external environments, build legitimacy, and link local

action to systemic reform.

2. Context and Background
The scholarly debate surrounding NGO effectiveness is characterised by two dominant

positions. On one side stand normative perspectives that portray NGOs as natural
champions of democracy, inclusion, and accountability. This tradition, which gained
prominence during the 1980s and 1990s, framed NGOs as alternatives to state inefficiency
and market failures, capable of representing marginalised voices and fostering participatory
governance. On the other side are critical perspectives that challenge this idealised view,
arguing that NGOs often reproduce the very hierarchies and dependencies they seek to
dismantle. Edwards and Hulme (1996) captured this contradiction in the term “NGO
performance paradox”: while expectations of NGOs are high, empirical evidence of lasting
structural impact is limited.

Subsequent analyses deepened this critique by exploring how donor dependency, project-
based funding cycles, and professionalisation constrain NGO autonomy and creativity
(Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015). As NGOs become more bureaucratised to meet donor
reporting standards, they risk losing connection with grassroots communities and the
flexibility needed for innovation. In theoretical terms, NGOs can be understood as hybrid
organisations —entities that combine moral authority with managerial rationality, operating
in overlapping institutional spheres. Resource dependency theory (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978)
helps explain how funding relationships shape strategies and priorities, while institutional
theory (Meyer & Rowan, 1977) reveals how NGOs conform to external norms to maintain
legitimacy. This dual pressure—to satisfy donors while representing communities —creates
both opportunity and vulnerability, situating NGOs as intermediaries within contested

systems of governance.
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3. Core Dimensions of NGO Change
3.1 Outputs, Outcomes, and Systemic Impacts

Distinguishing between outputs, outcomes, and systemic impacts is crucial for
understanding how NGOs generate influence across different scales. Outputs are the
immediate, tangible products of organisational activity —such as training sessions delivered,
reports published, or health clinics established. They represent evidence of action but not
necessarily of transformation. Outcomes move a step further, capturing changes in
knowledge, attitudes, or behaviour among individuals and institutions that result from those
outputs. Systemic impact, the most ambitious level, refers to enduring shifts in societal
structures, policy regimes, or cultural norms that continue beyond the lifespan of a specific
intervention (Rossi, Lipsey, & Henry, 2018).

This tripartite model allows both researchers and practitioners to map causal pathways
from micro-level interventions to macro-level transformations. For instance, a literacy
programme (output) may enhance community confidence (outcome), which, over time,
contributes to structural improvements in education policy (impact). However, this
progression is rarely linear. Contextual factors—political will, social cohesion, economic
stability —often determine whether outcomes consolidate into systemic impact. The
framework therefore invites a more nuanced appreciation of change as cumulative,
contingent, and embedded within broader systems.

3.2 Mechanisms of Influence

Mechanisms are the operational channels through which NGOs translate resources into
influence. They include service delivery, which meets immediate needs while modelling
alternative governance practices; advocacy and lobbying, which aim to reshape policies;
coalition-building, which aggregates power across actors; and framing strategies, which
redefine societal debates. The concept of Theory of Change (Weiss, 1995; Vogel, 2012)
formalises these relationships by articulating assumptions that link activities to desired
results. Evaluation research adds methodological rigour by addressing whether outcomes
can be attributed directly to NGO action or whether they merely contribute to a broader
process of change (Patton, 2011).

These mechanisms often interact rather than function independently. For example, effective
advocacy is rarely sustained without credibility derived from service delivery, and strong
framing is difficult without coalitions that lend legitimacy. NGOs therefore must manage the
interdependence of their mechanisms, aligning programmatic, political, and

communicative strategies to produce coherent influence. Recognising these interconnections
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transforms the study of NGOs from static analysis into an exploration of dynamic systems
of action.

3.3 The Role of Social Movements

Social movement theory enriches understanding of NGO change by highlighting how
collective mobilisation and framing processes shape societal transformation. Movements
and NGOs often exist in symbiotic relationships: movements provide legitimacy and moral
energy, while NGOs supply organisational structure and access to policy arenas. Scholars
such as Tarrow (2011) and Snow et al. (2019) show how advocacy networks operate through
information politics, symbolic framing, and leverage politics, linking local grievances to
global narratives.

For NGOs, adopting the tactics of social movements can bridge the gap between
institutional advocacy and grassroots engagement. Yet such alignment is not without
tension. Professional NGOs may seek incremental reform, whereas movements demand
radical transformation. The resulting negotiation between institutionalism and activism is a
defining feature of contemporary civil society. Through these interactions, NGOs contribute
not only to policy change but also to the reconfiguration of public discourse and social

values.

4. Case lllustrations
Empirical examples from diverse contexts demonstrate how these mechanisms operate in

practice. In restrictive political environments, NGOs often rely on transnational advocacy
networks to amplify their voice. By partnering with international coalitions, they can
pressure governments indirectly, using global attention as leverage. For example, human
rights organisations in Southeast Asia or Eastern Europe frequently employ digital
campaigns and international legal mechanisms to circumvent domestic repression. Such
strategies underscore the significance of coalition-building and framing as vehicles for
systemic influence.

Conversely, NGOs that prioritise professionalised service delivery often achieve impressive
outputs —thousands of beneficiaries reached, new facilities established—but may struggle to
achieve structural impact. This occurs when donor-imposed performance indicators
overshadow community-defined goals. In such cases, the NGO’s legitimacy shifts upward
toward funders rather than downward toward beneficiaries, limiting its transformative
potential. These contrasting cases illustrate a key insight: outputs without systemic linkage
may produce visibility but not lasting change, while networked advocacy rooted in local

legitimacy can reshape governance norms over time.
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5. Discussion
Taken together, these findings suggest that NGO effectiveness cannot be captured by

counting outputs or proclaiming abstract systemic success. NGOs operate within complex
ecosystems where multiple mechanisms interact and where success depends on navigating
relationships between resources, legitimacy, and context. Resource mobilisation provides
capacity, but also creates dependency; organisational structures enable coordination but
may reinforce hierarchy; legitimacy grants influence but must be continually negotiated
among diverse stakeholders. The interplay among these elements defines the adaptive nature
of NGO practice.

Critical NGO scholarship adds another layer by interrogating the power relations that
underpin civil society itself. Choudry and Kapoor (2013) argue that NGOs can
simultaneously challenge and reproduce systems of domination, particularly when they
internalise donor agendas or speak for, rather than with, communities. Recognising these
contradictions encourages a more reflexive approach to NGO analysis—one that sees NGOs
not as purely benevolent agents, but as actors embedded within broader fields of power and
ideology. Understanding these dynamics is essential for developing a realistic and ethically

grounded conception of social change.

6. Conclusion
Non-profit organisations generate social change through a multidimensional and

interdependent process. Their influence arises not from isolated actions but from the
convergence of resources, processes, and institutional contexts. Distinguishing between
outputs, outcomes, and systemic impacts clarifies how micro-level interventions contribute
to macro-level transformations, while attention to mechanisms reveals how service delivery,
advocacy, and framing interact to sustain influence.

For scholars, this framework advances theory by moving from static evaluations of success
to a mechanism-oriented understanding of social transformation. It encourages cross-
disciplinary inquiry linking sociology, political science, and organisational studies. For
practitioners, it highlights the necessity of strategic framing, legitimacy-building, and
adaptive governance in volatile environments. Future research should further examine
comparative cases across political and cultural contexts to identify the conditions that enable
systemic change. Ultimately, NGOs remain critical intermediaries in the architecture of
global governance—actors whose significance lies not in heroic transformation, but in the

sustained, often invisible, processes through which societies evolve.
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