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Abstract 
Nonprofit organisations play a complex and contested role in shaping public policy. Their 
influence extends across multiple mechanisms—knowledge production, framing, coalition-
building, lobbying, and litigation—yet remains conditioned by political opportunity 
structures, organisational capacity, and claims to legitimacy. NGOs democratise governance 
by amplifying excluded voices, enhancing accountability, and broadening deliberative 
arenas, but also face persistent critiques regarding representation, donor dependency, and 
professionalisation. This article concludes that NGO influence is best understood as both 
enabling and contested: while it holds significant potential to democratise governance, it 
simultaneously raises unresolved tensions around accountability, legitimacy, and power. 
Current gaps in scholarship—digital advocacy’s long-term effectiveness, legitimacy in 
restrictive regimes, and inequalities in North–South coalitions—highlight the need for 
comparative, interdisciplinary research. The article argues for integrated frameworks that 
link governance, legitimacy, and influence, recognising their interdependence in NGO 
practice. Such frameworks advance scholarly understanding while offering practical tools 
for NGOs, policymakers, and donors seeking to build inclusive and accountable policy 
processes.
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1. Introduction 
Nonprofit organisations have become indispensable to the architecture of public policy and 
global governance. Their influence is expressed not merely through policy outcomes but 
through processes—how problems are framed, how knowledge is produced, and how 
collective action is coordinated across borders. NGOs have transformed the policy 
landscape by introducing new norms of participation, accountability, and moral authority. 
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Yet their influence is inherently ambiguous, mediated by power dynamics, political 
opportunity structures, and societal expectations.
This concluding analysis synthesises major insights from the study of nonprofit policy 
engagement, illustrating the balance between potential and constraint that defines NGO 
influence. The discussion highlights how nonprofits both democratise governance and 
struggle with legitimacy, how they challenge systems of power while operating within them, 
and how their transformative capacity is shaped by the interplay of governance, 
accountability, and structural inequality. By connecting theoretical frameworks to empirical 
realities, this article positions nonprofit organisations as dynamic, adaptive, and deeply 
contested actors in the evolving global order.

2. Contributions and Contradictions 
The contributions of nonprofit organisations to governance are multidimensional. They 
democratise policymaking by widening deliberative spaces and representing communities 
excluded from formal politics. Through advocacy, watchdog activities, and consultative 
participation, NGOs amplify citizen voices in arenas often dominated by technocratic or 
elite interests. They also enhance accountability by monitoring state performance, exposing 
corruption, and providing independent assessments of policy outcomes. Additionally, NGOs 
serve as knowledge producers, translating complex technical issues into accessible 
evidence that informs public debate and policy innovation.
However, these contributions are shadowed by contradictions. NGOs risk undermining 
democratic institutions by bypassing elected representatives and relying on unelected 
advocacy networks. Their growing professionalisation and reliance on donor funding may 
distance them from the grassroots communities they claim to represent. Moreover, the 
uneven distribution of resources within civil society—where large international NGOs 
dominate visibility and access—raises questions about representational fairness. These 
tensions do not negate NGO influence but reveal its dual nature: simultaneously 
emancipatory and constrained, empowering yet entangled in the very systems of power it 
seeks to reform.

3. Research Gaps and Emerging Agendas 
Despite extensive scholarship, several areas of NGO policy influence remain underexplored.
Digital advocacy has revolutionised mobilisation but its sustainability and effectiveness are 
uncertain. Online campaigns enable rapid global action, yet they are vulnerable to 
surveillance, algorithmic manipulation, and the superficial engagement often labelled as 
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“slacktivism.” Future research must evaluate whether digital activism translates into 
enduring policy change or primarily reinforces short-term awareness cycles (Earl & 
Kimport, 2011; Feldstein, 2021).
Legitimacy in restrictive regimes presents another crucial research frontier. NGOs 
operating under repression adopt adaptive strategies such as quiet diplomacy, framing 
advocacy in apolitical or technical terms, or seeking international allies. However, little is 
known about how these strategies affect perceptions of legitimacy and accountability among 
local constituencies. Understanding the trade-offs between safety, visibility, and authenticity 
in constrained contexts is essential to strengthening global solidarity.
Finally, North–South inequalities in transnational coalitions require deeper scrutiny. 
While international networks enhance visibility for local struggles, they often reproduce 
global hierarchies in funding, expertise, and narrative framing. The persistent dominance of 
Northern NGOs risks marginalising Southern leadership and knowledge systems (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2020). Comparative, interdisciplinary research can illuminate how power 
circulates within advocacy networks and identify pathways toward more equitable 
collaboration.

4. Toward Integrated Frameworks 
Traditional scholarship tends to analyse governance, legitimacy, and influence in isolation. 
Yet in practice, these dimensions are deeply interdependent. Governance defines the 
institutional and procedural conditions under which NGOs operate. Legitimacy shapes how 
their actions are perceived by donors, governments, and communities. Influence emerges 
from the interaction of these two: legitimacy grants access to governance structures, while 
effective influence reinforces or undermines legitimacy.
An integrated framework captures these reciprocal relationships. For instance, Suchman’s 
(1995) typology of pragmatic, moral, and cognitive legitimacy explains how NGOs 
maintain credibility through performance, values, and institutional embeddedness. 
Bernstein’s (2011) concept of governance legitimacy extends this understanding to global 
arenas, where NGOs must justify authority not only through accountability but through 
alignment with broader norms of justice and participation. By synthesising these 
frameworks, scholars can move beyond linear models of advocacy toward relational 
theories that explain how legitimacy, governance, and influence co-evolve in dynamic 
policy environments.
For practitioners, integrated frameworks provide diagnostic tools to assess their strategic 
positioning. They help organisations evaluate how governance structures support or hinder 
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accountability, how legitimacy is constructed through community engagement, and how 
influence can be exercised responsibly in complex multi-actor systems.

5. Implications for Practice and Policy 
The synthesis of research and theory points to several implications for contemporary NGO 
practice.
First, legitimacy must be continuously earned, not presumed. Organisations should invest 
in participatory mechanisms, transparent communication, and downward accountability to 
sustain credibility. Second, coalition-building should prioritise equity, ensuring that 
partnerships amplify rather than appropriate grassroots voices. Third, funding 
diversification is essential to preserve autonomy, reducing vulnerability to donor-driven 
agendas. Fourth, adaptive governance—including flexible management, cross-sector 
collaboration, and digital literacy—will enable NGOs to respond effectively to shifting 
political environments.
For policymakers and donors, these insights demand reflexivity. Supporting NGOs should 
not be limited to funding outputs but should involve strengthening ecosystems of 
accountability, independence, and collaboration. Donor practices must evolve beyond 
narrow project cycles toward relational models of trust and learning. Recognising NGOs as 
co-creators of governance, rather than passive implementers, can enhance both legitimacy 
and impact.

6. Conclusion 
Nonprofit organisations occupy a paradoxical yet indispensable position in contemporary 
governance. They are neither mere auxiliaries to state and market systems nor replacements 
for democratic institutions. Instead, they represent dynamic mediators—actors that translate 
social demands into policy language, challenge power asymmetries, and create new norms 
of participation and accountability.
The effectiveness of NGO influence depends not on moral intent alone, but on how 
governance, legitimacy, and influence interact in practice. Scholars must continue to refine 
theoretical models that integrate these dimensions, while practitioners must navigate them 
with integrity, inclusivity, and adaptability. The future of NGO advocacy lies in sustaining 
credibility amid complexity—building coalitions that are both equitable and strategic, 
leveraging digital tools without succumbing to their fragility, and maintaining moral clarity 
within a shifting political economy.
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Ultimately, NGOs remain vital to democratic life precisely because they operate in the 
contested spaces between power and people. Their task in the twenty-first century is not 
only to influence policy but to reimagine what participatory, accountable, and just 
governance can mean in an interdependent world.
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