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Abstract
Assessing the effectiveness of non-governmental organization (NGO) networks presents

enduring conceptual, methodological, and practical challenges. Unlike individual
organizations with defined hierarchies and measurable outputs, networks are relational
systems characterized by fluid membership, diffuse authority, and dynamic coordination.
This article explores how effectiveness can be evaluated through both outcome- and
process-based lenses. Outcome indicators such as policy reform, service delivery, and
resource mobilization provide tangible evidence of external impact, while process indicators
—trust, legitimacy, inclusivity, and knowledge exchange—reflect the internal health and
sustainability of collaboration. Drawing on examples including the International Campaign
to Ban Landmines (ICBL) and global climate coalitions, the discussion demonstrates that
effectiveness depends on balancing measurable results with qualitative dimensions of
cooperation. Methodological approaches such as social network analysis, comparative case
studies, and mixed-method designs illuminate distinct facets of performance, though
attribution problems and the difficulty of quantifying intangible assets remain persistent
obstacles. The article argues that comprehensive evaluation frameworks must integrate both
structural and relational metrics, combining rigor with contextual sensitivity. For
practitioners, this approach clarifies the practical value of collaboration; for scholars, it
enriches understanding of how networks function as both agents of change and ecosystems

of trust and legitimacy.

Keywords
network effectiveness; NGO collaboration; outcomes; process indicators; social network

analysis; legitimacy; trust

1. Introduction
The evaluation of NGO network effectiveness occupies a critical intersection between

empirical measurement and normative interpretation. Networks differ from conventional

organizations in structure, authority, and intent. They are decentralized, adaptive, and often
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informal, making their success resistant to traditional organizational metrics. Yet measuring
effectiveness remains essential —for accountability, funding justification, and organizational
learning.

The central challenge lies in defining what counts as success. For some, effectiveness is
evidenced through concrete outcomes—policy change, expanded services, or increased
funding. For others, it resides in the processes that sustain collaboration—trust, shared
learning, and legitimacy. This article explores how both perspectives complement one
another. It analyzes key indicators of network success, contrasts process- and outcome-
oriented measures, reviews leading methodological approaches, and outlines persistent

difficulties in evaluating intangible aspects of relational governance.

2. Indicators of Network Success
2.1 Outcome Indicators

Outcome-based assessments prioritize observable results such as legislative reform,
program delivery, and mobilization of resources. The International Campaign to Ban
Landmines (ICBL) exemplifies this model: its coordinated transnational advocacy led
directly to the 1997 Ottawa Treaty, a landmark policy achievement in humanitarian
disarmament (Price, 1998). Outcome indicators capture the instrumental impact of
networks, particularly their capacity to translate collective action into policy or institutional
change.

However, focusing exclusively on outcomes risks overlooking the processes that make those
results possible. Networks rarely produce change in isolation; their influence often unfolds
through long-term advocacy, agenda-setting, and norm diffusion rather than immediate,
measurable reform.

2.2 Process Indicators

Process indicators assess how collaboration functions internally—how decisions are made,
trust is built, and legitimacy is maintained. They capture dimensions such as inclusivity,
transparency, and reciprocity. Networks characterized by high internal trust and shared
purpose are more likely to endure and adapt under pressure (Burt, 2005; Edwards, 2014).
Even when direct outcomes are limited, such networks contribute to longer-term systemic
influence by nurturing communities of practice and sustaining civic legitimacy.

2.3 Resource Exchange

A critical but often overlooked measure of network health is the flow of tangible and
intangible resources among members. Effective networks provide access to funding,

expertise, and strategic partnerships, creating value through reciprocity rather than
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hierarchy. Resource exchange indicates not only operational benefit but also cohesion—the

extent to which collaboration is perceived as mutually beneficial rather than extractive.

3. Process vs. Outcome Measures
The debate between process- and outcome-based evaluation is fundamental to

understanding NGO network effectiveness. Process-oriented perspectives emphasize
collaboration as a value in itself: inclusivity, learning, and participation are seen as
indicators of democratic and moral legitimacy (Provan & Kenis, 2008). Even in the absence
of policy victories, a network that builds solidarity and enhances member capacity may still
be considered effective.

Outcome-oriented approaches, by contrast, prioritize tangible achievements such as policy
adoption, funding secured, or service expansion. These measures appeal to donors and
policymakers seeking demonstrable returns. However, Banks et al. (2015) caution that
excessive reliance on donor-defined outcomes can distort priorities and reduce networks to
symbolic instruments of external agendas. The most constructive evaluations integrate both
dimensions —recognizing that relational integrity sustains impact, while measurable results

validate relevance.

4. Methodological Approaches
4.1 Social Network Analysis (SNA)

Social network analysis (SNA) provides a structural lens for examining relationships among
organizations. It maps patterns of interaction—who collaborates with whom—and quantifies
properties such as density, centrality, and connectivity (Borgatti et al., 2009). By identifying
key brokers, peripheral actors, and structural holes, SNA reveals whether a network’s
architecture supports resilience or dependence on a few dominant members. While SNA
offers precision in mapping connections, it captures form more readily than substance:
relational quality and trust often elude numerical representation.

4.2 Comparative Case Studies

Qualitative case studies remain indispensable for interpreting how governance processes
shape effectiveness. Through in-depth analysis of organizational histories, decision-making
cultures, and contextual constraints, case studies capture the relational dynamics that
quantitative methods cannot (Risse-Kappen, 1995). They are particularly valuable for
exploring why structurally similar networks perform differently across contexts, shedding
light on the interplay between institutional design and cultural environment.

4.3 Mixed-Methods Approaches
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Mixed-method frameworks integrate SNA’s structural precision with the interpretive
richness of qualitative inquiry. Combining network mapping with interviews, surveys, and
ethnographic observation allows evaluators to triangulate findings and understand how
structure interacts with perception (Molina & Lubbers, 2019). Mixed-method evaluation
respects complexity: it measures patterns while acknowledging that meaning, motivation,

and legitimacy are qualitative phenomena rooted in human relationships.

5. Persistent Challenges
Evaluating NGO networks remains constrained by two enduring problems: attribution and

the measurement of intangibles.

Attribution poses a structural challenge. Social and policy change rarely result from a
single actor or intervention, making it difficult to isolate a network’s specific contribution
(Fisher & Green, 2004). The success of initiatives such as climate advocacy campaigns or
landmine prohibition treaties emerges from overlapping coalitions of NGOs, states, and
international institutions. Attributing outcomes to one network risks overstatement or
simplification.

Measuring intangibles represents a conceptual challenge. Trust, legitimacy, and solidarity
—central to network functionality —resist quantification. Surveys and proxy metrics may
offer partial insights but often reduce nuanced social processes to narrow indicators (Milan
& Treré, 2019). Over-measurement can even distort behavior, incentivizing visibility over
substance. Effective evaluation frameworks must therefore preserve qualitative depth while

maintaining methodological rigor.

6. Discussion
A holistic understanding of network effectiveness requires moving beyond dichotomies of

process versus outcome and qualitative versus quantitative. Networks are complex adaptive
systems; their success depends on the interplay between external achievements and internal
dynamics. Structural mapping, when combined with relational analysis, offers a more
accurate and ethically grounded account of performance.

For practitioners, balanced evaluation frameworks provide tools to justify partnerships
without succumbing to donor-driven simplification. For funders, they offer more nuanced
metrics that capture collaboration’s true value. For scholars, they advance methodological
pluralism—recognizing that no single tool can measure the multifaceted realities of non-
profit collaboration. Ultimately, effectiveness is not a static measure but a reflection of

ongoing adaptation, trust, and accountability within evolving contexts.
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7. Conclusion
Evaluating NGO network effectiveness demands frameworks that honor both outcomes and

processes. External results—policy achievements, resource mobilization, service delivery —
represent visible success, but internal qualities—trust, legitimacy, participation, and
resilience —sustain collaboration over time. Mixed-method approaches integrating social
network analysis, case studies, and qualitative inquiry provide the most comprehensive
means of assessment.

Despite persistent challenges of attribution and intangible measurement, balanced
evaluation clarifies the practical and ethical significance of collaboration. For practitioners,
it guides strategic improvement; for scholars, it refines understanding of networks as hybrid
structures —simultaneously organizational instruments and social ecosystems. The ultimate
measure of effectiveness lies not in isolated achievements but in the enduring capacity of

networks to connect, adapt, and inspire collective action.
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