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Abstract 
Nonprofit organisations exert policy influence across multiple levels of governance, from 
international norm-setting to national legislation and grassroots reform. This article analyses 
a series of case studies that illustrate how advocacy strategies function in practice. 
International human rights NGOs such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch 
employ monitoring, reporting, and naming-and-shaming tactics to mobilise diplomatic 
pressure and shape global norms, though their elite positioning risks sidelining local actors. 
Environmental NGOs, including Greenpeace and WWF, combine insider negotiation with 
public mobilisation to influence climate agreements, yet face structural opposition from 
corporate lobbies and critiques of Northern dominance. Grassroots campaigns in Latin 
America demonstrate how local legitimacy and mobilisation can secure reforms in land 
rights and housing, while advocacy in Sub-Saharan Africa during the HIV/AIDS crisis 
illustrates how coalitions leveraged global institutions to expand treatment access. Women’s 
rights movements in South Asia highlight how reframing gender violence and reproductive 
rights as democratic governance issues can generate institutional reforms. These cases 
underscore recurring patterns: the integration of evidence and framing, the interplay of 
insider and outsider strategies, and the importance of coalition-building. They also reveal 
enduring tensions between global and local agendas, elite NGOs and grassroots actors, and 
normative aspirations and structural constraints. The analysis highlights both the 
transformative potential and the limitations of nonprofit advocacy.
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nonprofit organisations; case studies; human rights; environmental advocacy; grassroots 
mobilisation; Global South

1. Introduction 
While theoretical models explain how NGOs might shape policy, it is case-based evidence 
that demonstrates how these mechanisms operate in practice. Case studies translate abstract 
frameworks into lived political dynamics, revealing how advocacy strategies evolve across 
contexts and levels of governance. They uncover the messy, contingent, and often 
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contradictory nature of influence—where progress depends as much on timing, framing, and 
coalition-building as on resources or access. Examining international, national, and local 
cases allows us to see how nonprofits navigate differing constraints and opportunities, 
adapting global advocacy tools to local realities.
These empirical illustrations also illuminate the dual character of nonprofit influence: both 
enabling and contested. NGOs can amplify marginalised voices, translate technical evidence 
into accessible claims, and pressure powerful institutions. Yet the same processes that 
elevate them as actors in global governance can distance them from the communities they 
represent. The following sections explore these dynamics across diverse domains—human 
rights, environmental protection, urban reform, and gender justice—showing that influence 
is not a product of capacity alone but of strategic alignment between knowledge, legitimacy, 
and opportunity.

2. International Human Rights Advocacy 
At the global level, human rights NGOs such as Amnesty International and Human Rights 
Watch epitomise the power of transnational advocacy. Through systematic documentation of 
abuses, fact-finding missions, and evidence-based reporting, these organisations expose 
violations that might otherwise remain invisible. Their reports often provide the empirical 
foundation for resolutions at the UN Human Rights Council and serve as citations in 
parliamentary debates and judicial rulings. The mechanism of “naming and shaming,” first 
conceptualised by Keck and Sikkink (1998), operates by increasing the reputational costs of 
non-compliance, mobilising diplomatic pressure, and triggering sanctions or international 
monitoring.
Yet this mode of influence is not without limits. Concentrated in global capitals such as 
Geneva, Brussels, and New York, elite advocacy networks risk creating an insulated “NGO 
diplomacy” that privileges professional expertise over participatory legitimacy. Critics such 
as Hopgood (2006) argue that universalist human rights discourse can obscure local 
priorities and impose external norms. Some NGOs have attempted to counter this imbalance 
through partnerships with domestic organisations, capacity-building programmes, and 
localisation of research teams. Nonetheless, the tension between global representation and 
local voice remains one of the most enduring dilemmas in international advocacy.

3. Environmental NGOs and Climate Negotiations 
Environmental NGOs represent a distinct form of policy influence where scientific expertise 
intersects with mass mobilisation. Organisations like Greenpeace, the World Wide Fund for 
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Nature (WWF), and Friends of the Earth have become integral to international 
environmental negotiations, particularly in the climate regime. They perform dual roles: 
insiders contributing technical expertise during consultations and outsiders mobilising 
public opinion through protests and campaigns. By translating complex scientific findings 
into accessible moral narratives—such as “climate justice” or “planetary responsibility”—
they help bridge the gap between research and political action.
The historical impact of environmental NGOs is evident in the formation of major 
agreements such as the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Paris Agreement (2015), where NGO 
networks shaped negotiation language, monitored compliance, and held states accountable 
for emissions targets (Betsill & Corell, 2008). However, this influence faces structural 
barriers. Corporate lobbies in energy and manufacturing sectors exert countervailing 
pressure, diluting commitments and delaying implementation. Moreover, critics like Hadden 
(2015) highlight that Northern NGOs often dominate global environmental agendas, 
overshadowing movements from the Global South that experience climate impacts most 
acutely. Balancing global coordination with local representation thus remains central to the 
future of environmental governance.

4. Grassroots Mobilisation in Latin America 
At national and municipal scales, grassroots movements demonstrate how community 
legitimacy can compensate for limited financial and institutional resources. Across Latin 
America, urban social movements have mobilised to demand land reform, affordable 
housing, and equitable urban planning. The Brazilian Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem 
Teto (Homeless Workers’ Movement) and participatory budgeting experiments in Porto 
Alegre exemplify how community organising can achieve structural reforms (Baiocchi, 
2005). These cases show how local networks leverage collective action, legal claims, and 
moral pressure to transform state–citizen relations.
However, sustaining such gains often requires coalition-building across scales. Partnerships 
with national advocacy organisations or transnational solidarity networks amplify visibility 
and provide protection against elite retaliation. Alvarez (1999) documents how Latin 
American feminist and indigenous movements have used alliances with international NGOs 
and development agencies to secure institutional recognition and funding for community 
initiatives. Yet such partnerships can create dependency or tension when external agendas 
diverge from local priorities. The success of grassroots mobilisation therefore depends not 
only on participation but also on equitable collaboration that preserves local ownership.
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5. Advocacy in the Global South 
The Global South offers critical insights into how nonprofits operate under conditions of 
political constraint and resource scarcity. During the HIV/AIDS crisis of the 1990s and early 
2000s, networks of NGOs in Sub-Saharan Africa transformed the global health policy 
landscape. By combining grassroots activism, legal action, and international advocacy, they 
pressured governments to expand access to antiretroviral treatment. Organisations like the 
Treatment Action Campaign in South Africa used litigation to challenge patent restrictions 
and mobilised international solidarity through the World Health Organization and UNAIDS 
(Heywood, 2009). These efforts demonstrate how local mobilisation, when coupled with 
transnational networks, can overcome both domestic repression and global pharmaceutical 
interests.
In South Asia, women’s rights NGOs such as the Bangladesh-based Ain o Salish Kendra 
reframed gender-based violence and reproductive health as issues of democratic governance 
rather than private morality. By positioning gender justice as a matter of constitutional 
rights, these movements secured legislative reforms and the creation of state protection 
mechanisms (Nazneen & Sultan, 2014). Yet such progress remains precarious in contexts of 
donor dependency and conservative backlash. The challenge for NGOs in these settings is to 
maintain autonomy while leveraging external support—a balance that demands both 
strategic adaptability and ethical reflexivity.

6. Discussion 
Across all these cases, several patterns recur. First, effective influence depends on the 
integration of knowledge and framing: data gains political traction only when translated into 
narratives that resonate with social values. Second, the interplay of insider and outsider 
strategies proves essential. Human rights NGOs move between quiet diplomacy and public 
pressure; environmental campaigns combine scientific credibility with symbolic protest; and 
grassroots movements blend direct action with institutional negotiation. Third, coalitions 
amplify both legitimacy and scale, enabling actors to connect local struggles with 
international frameworks.
However, these same mechanisms reveal enduring tensions. Elite NGOs risk reproducing 
hierarchies within civil society, while corporate and political elites resist reform. Grassroots 
organisations face sustainability challenges, particularly when victories depend on volatile 
donor funding or temporary alliances. In the Global South, restrictive laws, surveillance, 
and political repression continue to narrow civic space. The result is an uneven geography 
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of influence—where advocacy success depends as much on context and timing as on 
strategy or capacity.

7. Conclusion 
The case studies presented in this article illustrate that nonprofit advocacy is neither 
uniformly progressive nor uniformly constrained—it is dynamic, relational, and contested. 
International NGOs contribute to global norm diffusion, while local movements anchor 
reform in lived experience. Environmental campaigns demonstrate how technical 
knowledge can mobilise moral authority, and health and gender justice movements in the 
Global South exemplify how advocacy adapts under constraint.
For scholars, these cases provide empirical grounding for theories of transnational advocacy, 
demonstrating how power operates through networks rather than hierarchies. For 
practitioners, they offer pragmatic lessons: build coalitions that bridge scales, pair data with 
compelling frames, and remain vigilant about representation and equity within partnerships. 
Ultimately, nonprofit influence on policy is most sustainable when it aligns legitimacy, 
knowledge, and participation—when those who speak for change are also those who live it.
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