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Abstract
This Teaching Paper provides a comparative framework for understanding three core

mechanisms through which non-profits achieve change: service delivery, advocacy and
policy reform, and cultural transformation. Drawing on strategic planning and evaluation
literature, it highlights the distinctive inputs, processes, outputs, and outcomes associated
with each pathway, as well as the typical risks they face. Service delivery emphasizes direct
provision of health, education, or welfare services, while advocacy focuses on shaping
institutional frameworks through lobbying, coalition-building, and agenda-setting. Cultural
transformation seeks to alter social norms and reduce stigma through awareness campaigns
and grassroots leadership. The paper underscores that while each mechanism has unique
strengths, they also face inherent limitations and risks —from dependency and mission drift
to elite capture or cultural backlash. By offering a structured comparative analysis, this
paper equips practitioners, researchers, and students to better design, evaluate, and integrate

multiple pathways for systemic impact.
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Executive Summary
Non-profits pursue systemic change through diverse mechanisms. Service delivery provides

immediate and measurable results in health, education, or welfare. Advocacy seeks long-
term institutional change through legislation, policy reform, and civic engagement. Cultural
transformation addresses the deeper challenge of altering attitudes, norms, and citizenship.
This Teaching Paper compares the pathways across dimensions—inputs, processes, outputs,
outcomes, and risks—providing a heuristic for planning and evaluation. While
complementarities exist (e.g., advocacy campaigns may rely on service-delivery evidence),
tensions also arise (e.g., donor-driven service models may limit grassroots cultural change).
The framework helps organizations and researchers critically assess their strategies, identify

trade-offs, and design integrated approaches.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
This Teaching Paper aims to:

e  Compare the mechanisms of change across three core non-profit pathways.
e [llustrate complementarities and tensions in their application.
e  Provide a structured heuristic for both planning and evaluation.

e  Encourage practitioners to reflect on risks and integration strategies.

Background and Context
The study of change mechanisms in non-profits has long emphasized the interplay between

direct services, institutional reforms, and cultural transformation. Weiss (1995) framed the
importance of theory-based evaluation, while Patton (2011) advanced developmental
approaches suited to complex systems. Bryson (2018) underscored the need for strategic
clarity in aligning activities with outcomes. Drucker (1990) insisted that non-profits remain
mission-centered, avoiding mission drift when external demands grow. The comparative
framework presented here synthesizes these perspectives, translating abstract concepts into

practical contrasts that highlight both complementarities and risks.

Practical Guide
1. Service Delivery

e Inputs: funding, staff, local partners

*  Processes: clinics, direct provision of services

*  Outputs: beneficiaries reached, services delivered

*  Outcomes: improved health or education, reduced mortality

* Impact: stronger systems, community resilience
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Risks: dependency on donors, mission drift if scale overtakes mission

2. Advocacy and Policy Reform

Inputs: research, advocacy coalitions, media outreach
Processes: lobbying, campaigning, agenda-setting
Outputs: policy briefs, mobilization events
Outcomes: legislative reform, institutional change
Impact: accountability, expansion of civic space

Risks: elite capture, legitimacy crises, donor-driven agendas

3. Cultural and Normative Transformation

Inputs: grassroots leaders, networks, digital platforms
Processes: awareness campaigns, public education, storytelling
Outputs: workshops, media coverage, cultural events
Outcomes: reduced stigma, shifts in public norms

Impact: redefinition of citizenship, transformed cultural frames

Risks: tokenism, cultural backlash, slow generational pace

Case Study
In South Asia, a non-profit working on child marriage integrated these mechanisms. Service

delivery included providing safe spaces and education for girls. Advocacy efforts targeted

policymakers with research-based briefs, resulting in stricter enforcement of marriage age

laws. At the same time, cultural transformation programs engaged religious and

community leaders through storytelling campaigns, reducing stigma around delaying

marriage. The comparative application revealed that while services provided immediate

relief, policy reforms and cultural shifts were essential for long-term systemic impact.

Common Challenges and Tips

Fragmentation: Organizations often over-invest in one pathway and neglect others.
Time horizons: Service delivery yields short-term outcomes; advocacy and cultural
change require long-term commitment.

Evidence use: Advocacy benefits from robust monitoring of service delivery data.
Community ownership: Cultural change must be community-led to avoid backlash.

Integration: Cross-pathway synergy creates stronger systemic results.

Reflection Questions

1.

Which mechanism dominates your organization’s current strategy, and why?
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2. How do risks in one pathway influence your capacity to act in another?
3.  What complementarities could you build by combining mechanisms?

4. How do external actors (donors, governments, media) shape your choice of pathway?

Limitations and Considerations
e  These pathways are simplified; real-world dynamics are fluid and overlapping.

e Risks such as elite capture or cultural backlash depend heavily on local contexts.
e Service delivery impact may be easier to measure, creating bias in resource
allocation.

e Cultural change is difficult to track in short project cycles.

Academic Value
This paper advances comparative analysis of change mechanisms, bridging strategic

planning theory and applied non-profit practice. It highlights the value of multi-pathway
approaches and offers an accessible framework for teaching, research, and organizational
reflection. By moving beyond isolated models, it encourages integrated strategies aligned

with both systemic and cultural dimensions of change.

Conclusion and Next Steps
Comparing mechanisms of change reveals both strengths and tensions. Service delivery

provides immediacy, advocacy enables structural shifts, and cultural transformation secures
deep societal change. Non-profits should adopt an integrative approach, strategically
sequencing or combining pathways. Future research and practice should refine hybrid
models and explore metrics that capture not only outputs and outcomes but also cultural and

systemic transformations.
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