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Abstract 
Nonprofit organisations have moved beyond their traditional role as service providers to 
become critical actors in the policy process. Their participation in agenda setting, advocacy, 
coalition building, and research reflects a dual identity: as partners in delivering public 
goods and as agents of political change. This duality raises fundamental questions about 
power, legitimacy, and accountability, particularly in contexts where advocacy is politically 
sensitive. Drawing on theories of the policy process and civil society, this article examines 
how nonprofits navigate the strategic dilemmas of service provision and policy influence, 
and how their legitimacy is constructed and contested. Case studies from global human 
rights, environmental advocacy, and grassroots mobilisation illustrate how nonprofits shape 
governance outcomes across both the Global North and South. The article argues that 
nonprofits’ influence extends beyond policy outputs, reshaping norms, values, and the 
distribution of power in society. For academics, this analysis highlights conceptual 
frameworks that bridge structure and agency. For practitioners, it underscores the 
importance of balancing service delivery with advocacy, managing accountability tensions, 
and sustaining legitimacy in fragile civic spaces.
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1. Introduction 
Nonprofit organisations increasingly occupy a central position in the architecture of public 
governance. Once regarded primarily as service providers addressing the failures of state 
and market, they are now recognised as policy actors in their own right—advocates, 
knowledge producers, and catalysts of institutional change. Their involvement in policy 
processes is multidimensional: they contribute evidence and expertise, shape public 
narratives, participate in consultations, and mobilise collective action. This growing 
influence represents a major reconfiguration of power in contemporary governance, where 
authority is dispersed across networks rather than confined to formal institutions.
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However, this expanded role introduces profound dilemmas. As service providers, 
nonprofits are often perceived as neutral, trusted actors focused on welfare outcomes. Yet as 
advocates, they inevitably enter political terrain—challenging laws, questioning power, and 
framing contentious issues. Engaging in advocacy can thus enhance moral legitimacy while 
jeopardising relationships with governments or donors. Conversely, avoiding advocacy may 
protect access to resources but at the cost of relevance and integrity. This tension between 
collaboration and contestation defines the nonprofit sector’s political identity and underpins 
the complex relationship between civil society and the state.

2. Context and Background 
The influence of nonprofits can be understood through the intersection of political science 
and sociology. From a policy-process perspective, Kingdon’s multiple streams 
framework conceptualises policy change as the convergence of problems, policies, and 
politics. Nonprofits act as “policy entrepreneurs,” coupling these streams by framing 
problems in compelling ways and proposing feasible solutions when political opportunities 
arise. Sabatier’s advocacy coalition framework further illuminates how long-term policy 
change occurs through shared belief systems, coordinated action, and learning within 
networks of state and non-state actors. In this view, NGOs exert influence not merely 
through lobbying but through sustained participation in epistemic communities that shape 
the cognitive and normative foundations of governance.
Sociological and critical theories complement these insights by examining how power and 
legitimacy operate within civil society. Lukes’ three dimensions of power highlight that 
influence extends beyond visible decision-making to the control of agendas and the shaping 
of social norms. NGOs may thus wield “soft power” by defining what constitutes legitimate 
knowledge and moral urgency. Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge deepens this 
analysis, suggesting that nonprofits derive authority from their capacity to produce expertise 
and frame truth claims. At the same time, scholars such as Ebrahim (2003) and Suchman 
(1995) remind us that legitimacy is not static: it must be constantly produced and defended 
through transparency, alignment with stakeholder values, and demonstrable accountability.

3. Dimensions of Policy Influence 

3.1 Service Provision and State Partnership
In their service-provision role, nonprofits operate as intermediaries that bridge policy intent 
and community need. They deliver health care, education, and humanitarian aid in contexts 
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where state capacity is weak or market incentives are misaligned. This function positions 
them as essential partners in achieving social objectives such as the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Collaboration with government agencies often enhances NGO 
credibility and institutional access, allowing them to influence program design and 
implementation. However, such partnerships can blur the line between cooperation and co-
optation. When nonprofits rely heavily on state contracts or donor funding, they risk 
becoming implementers of externally defined priorities rather than autonomous advocates of 
community-driven change.
Moreover, service provision frequently reinforces a depoliticised understanding of social 
problems. By focusing on immediate welfare needs, NGOs may inadvertently legitimise 
existing policy frameworks rather than challenging their structural causes. The dilemma for 
practitioners is thus one of balance: how to maintain trust and access while preserving the 
critical independence necessary for systemic transformation. In many cases, the ability to 
combine service delivery with evidence-based advocacy—using field experience as a 
platform for policy dialogue—distinguishes the most effective organisations from those that 
remain confined to project implementation.

3.2 Advocacy and Political Change
Advocacy represents the more explicitly political dimension of nonprofit influence. Through 
lobbying, public campaigns, and strategic communication, NGOs translate moral 
imperatives into political demands. Their legitimacy in advocacy derives not from formal 
authority but from moral persuasion, technical expertise, and mobilisation capacity. 
Successful advocacy reshapes public discourse and compels decision-makers to reconsider 
entrenched positions. However, advocacy also exposes organisations to risk. Governments 
may label outspoken NGOs as foreign agents or subversive actors, while donors may 
withdraw funding to avoid political controversy.
Nevertheless, advocacy remains indispensable for long-term social change. It enables NGOs 
to address the root causes of inequality, not merely its symptoms. The most effective 
advocacy strategies combine insider access—participation in consultations, technical 
committees, and negotiations—with outsider tactics such as coalition campaigns and media 
engagement. This dual approach allows NGOs to influence both the content of policies and 
the values that underpin them. In repressive environments, quiet diplomacy and strategic 
framing may substitute for public confrontation, illustrating the adaptive nature of advocacy 
in diverse political contexts.
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3.3 Strategic Dilemmas and Accountability
Balancing service and advocacy creates a constant negotiation between multiple 
accountabilities. Upward accountability to donors demands measurable results, financial 
efficiency, and compliance with reporting standards. Downward accountability to 
communities, by contrast, requires participation, responsiveness, and empowerment. When 
these dimensions conflict, NGOs risk privileging donor agendas over local needs, thereby 
eroding legitimacy.
To address this dilemma, some organisations experiment with participatory evaluation, 
community oversight boards, and transparent feedback mechanisms that redistribute power 
to beneficiaries. Yet institutionalising such practices remains challenging, especially in 
resource-constrained settings. Ultimately, legitimacy depends not on the absence of tension 
but on how transparently and ethically it is managed. The credibility of NGOs thus rests on 
their ability to reconcile technocratic accountability with moral and social responsibility.

4. Illustrative Examples 
Global Human Rights Advocacy
Organisations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch exemplify 
transnational advocacy networks that have redefined the politics of accountability. By 
documenting abuses and mobilising global opinion, they transform local violations into 
international issues. Their reports and campaigns have contributed to the establishment of 
mechanisms such as the International Criminal Court and the UN Human Rights Council’s 
Universal Periodic Review. Yet critics argue that their elite composition and Western-centric 
frameworks may marginalise local voices. This tension highlights the complex interplay 
between expertise, representation, and legitimacy in global advocacy.
Environmental Campaigns
Environmental NGOs such as Greenpeace and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 
demonstrate how advocacy operates at the intersection of science and politics. By 
combining insider participation in international negotiations with public protest, they have 
influenced major agreements including the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Accord. Their 
strategy of linking empirical data with moral appeals—such as intergenerational justice—
illustrates how NGOs act as epistemic brokers translating scientific evidence into public 
consciousness. However, these campaigns also face structural opposition from corporate 
lobbies and the challenge of ensuring that voices from the Global South are adequately 
represented.
Grassroots Mobilisation
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At the local level, community-based organisations in the Global South showcase how 
participatory governance can challenge elite-driven development models. Urban movements 
in Latin America, for instance, have secured housing and land rights through collective 
mobilisation and strategic litigation. These initiatives demonstrate that legitimacy rooted in 
lived experience can be as powerful as financial or technical resources. When scaled 
through networks or alliances, such movements influence not only policy outcomes but also 
the democratic norms that shape state–society relations.

5. Discussion 
The influence of nonprofits cannot be reduced to simple typologies of service or advocacy. 
Their effectiveness emerges from their position within broader governance ecosystems 
characterised by interdependence and negotiation. NGOs exercise agency through the 
selective use of expertise, relationships, and moral authority, yet their influence remains 
conditioned by structural power dynamics. Understanding this interplay requires moving 
beyond linear models of influence toward relational frameworks that capture how 
legitimacy, governance, and accountability interact over time.
For practitioners, these insights translate into practical imperatives. Strategic influence 
depends on cultivating diverse alliances, investing in evidence generation, and ensuring that 
advocacy is grounded in credible local experience. For scholars, the task lies in refining 
analytical models that integrate structure and agency—recognising that NGOs both shape 
and are shaped by the governance systems they inhabit. Avoiding both romanticised and 
cynical portrayals of civil society is essential for producing balanced evaluations of NGO 
impact in complex political environments.

6. Conclusion 
Nonprofit organisations are now integral to the policymaking landscape, exercising 
influence across service delivery, advocacy, and transnational governance. Their actions 
reveal both the promise and the paradox of civil society: the capacity to democratise 
governance and the risk of reproducing hierarchies of power. NGOs contribute not only to 
immediate policy outcomes but also to the evolution of norms, values, and practices that 
define legitimate governance.
As global challenges—from climate change to digital repression—grow increasingly 
complex, NGOs must adapt by strengthening legitimacy, diversifying partnerships, and 
embedding accountability within both upward and downward relationships. Recognising 
nonprofits as both collaborators and challengers, as agents of continuity and transformation, 
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is central to understanding governance in the twenty-first century. Their enduring 
significance lies not in substituting for state authority but in reconfiguring the moral and 
participatory foundations of how power is exercised and justified.
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