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Abstract
Power and influence lie at the heart of nonprofit organisations’ engagement in governance.

Unlike state or corporate actors, nonprofits rarely command material force, yet they exercise
significant influence through discourse, knowledge production, and legitimacy. This article
synthesises major theoretical perspectives from political science and sociology to explain
how nonprofits shape decisions, agendas, and norms in policy processes. Lukes’ three
dimensions of power, Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge, pluralist and elite
perspectives, Habermas’ theory of deliberative democracy, and policy process frameworks
by Kingdon and Sabatier all provide complementary insights into nonprofit agency. These
frameworks reveal that nonprofit influence is multidimensional: it emerges through agenda-
setting, coalition-building, framing, and knowledge dissemination, but is constrained by
structural inequalities, donor dependence, and resource asymmetries. I[llustrative cases from
transnational advocacy show both the democratic potential and the risks of elite capture. For
academics, this synthesis highlights the need to critically assess the normative assumptions
underlying nonprofit influence. For practitioners, it underscores strategies such as coalition-
building, producing credible evidence, and leveraging windows of opportunity to sustain

legitimacy and impact.
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1. Introduction
The study of power is central to understanding how nonprofit organisations engage in

governance. While governments command coercive authority and corporations wield
economic leverage, nonprofits exercise influence through ideas, discourse, and credibility.
Their power is symbolic and relational rather than material, manifesting in the ability to
shape public narratives, mobilise constituencies, and frame policy problems in moral or
technical terms. In doing so, nonprofits redefine what issues are recognised as urgent, who is

entitled to speak, and what solutions are considered legitimate.
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This form of influence challenges conventional political hierarchies. Nonprofits operate
without formal mandates, yet their authority derives from moral standing, expertise, and the
trust of communities. They act as translators between citizens and institutions, converting
lived experience into evidence and advocacy. Understanding these dynamics requires
moving beyond simplistic depictions of NGOs as altruistic service providers or as
instruments of donor agendas. Instead, nonprofits should be analysed as strategic actors
embedded in power relations, operating within systems of governance that both enable and

constrain their influence.

2. Theoretical Frameworks of Power

2.1 Lukes’ Three Dimensions of Power

Lukes’ (2005) three-dimensional view of power provides a foundational lens for analysing
how nonprofits exert influence. The first dimension—direct decision-making— corresponds
to visible political engagement, such as lobbying for specific legislation or participating in
formal consultations. The second dimension, agenda-setting, captures how powerful actors
decide which issues enter the policy debate and which remain excluded. Nonprofits
frequently intervene here by reframing neglected issues, drawing attention to invisible
injustices, or mobilising data that make certain problems undeniable.

The third dimension of power—the capacity to shape perceptions, preferences, and norms —
is particularly relevant for nonprofits. This form of “soft power” operates through discourse
and social meaning, allowing NGOs to influence what is perceived as desirable or possible.
For instance, human rights organisations have reframed torture, domestic violence, and
discrimination from private or cultural matters into global moral concerns, effectively
shifting the boundaries of the politically acceptable. By influencing beliefs rather than
coercing behaviour, nonprofits act as cultural entrepreneurs, embedding new values into

public consciousness and policy frameworks.

2.2 Foucault’s Power/Knowledge

Foucault’s (1977) concept of power/knowledge further deepens this analysis by illustrating
how knowledge production constitutes a mechanism of governance. Power is not only
exercised through institutions but also through the creation and control of discourses that
define truth. Nonprofits participate in this process by producing reports, indicators, and

research that shape what counts as legitimate evidence. They act as “knowledge brokers,”
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translating complex realities into data and narratives that resonate with policymakers and
publics alike.

However, this epistemic authority carries risks. When nonprofits become arbiters of
expertise, they can reproduce hierarchies between those who “know” and those who are
“known about.” This dynamic is evident in international development, where NGOs’
research agendas sometimes reflect donor priorities rather than local voices. As such,
Foucault’s framework invites critical reflection: the same practices that empower NGOs to
influence policy can also reinforce systems of domination if unexamined assumptions about

expertise, representation, and neutrality go unchecked.

2.3 Pluralist and Elite Perspectives

Pluralist theory presents nonprofits as vehicles of democratic participation, expanding
representation beyond the confines of electoral politics. By mobilising communities and
fostering deliberation, NGOs serve as counterweights to concentrated state or corporate
power (McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996). Their diversity and autonomy contribute to a
vibrant civil society where multiple interests and identities coexist. This pluralist view
aligns with Tocquevillian traditions that see voluntary associations as schools of democracy.
Yet elite theorists provide a sobering counterpoint. Scholars such as Michels (1915) and
Mosley (2012) argue that bureaucratisation, donor dependence, and professionalisation lead
to “oligarchic tendencies” within NGOs. Decision-making becomes centralised in
leadership and technical experts, marginalising grassroots participation. In transnational
advocacy, large, well-resourced organisations often dominate networks, overshadowing
local groups that lack visibility or access. The result is a paradox: nonprofits claim to
democratise politics but can inadvertently reproduce the very inequalities they seek to

challenge.

2.4 Deliberative Democracy

Habermas (1996) and Dryzek (2000) advance the notion of deliberative democracy,
emphasising the communicative role of nonprofits in the public sphere. NGOs create spaces
where discourse can occur outside formal political structures, enabling deliberation among
diverse actors. They mediate between citizens and institutions, giving voice to perspectives
otherwise excluded from policymaking. In this view, nonprofits contribute to legitimacy not
by wielding coercive power but by fostering communicative rationality —argumentation

based on reason and shared values.
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However, the inclusiveness of such deliberation is uneven. Resource disparities mean that
some NGOs dominate the conversation, while others struggle for recognition. Political
contexts further limit deliberative capacity: in authoritarian settings, public debate is
curtailed, forcing NGOs to rely on coded language or informal channels. Consequently,
while the deliberative model provides a normative ideal for participatory governance, its
practical realisation depends on addressing the asymmetries of voice, resources, and access

that permeate civil society.

2.5 Policy Process Theories

In the realm of policy science, frameworks by Kingdon (2011) and Sabatier and Weible
(2007) illuminate how NGOs operate as agents of change. Kingdon’s multiple streams
model depicts policymaking as the convergence of three streams—problems, policies, and
politics—during moments of opportunity. NGOs serve as “policy entrepreneurs,”’ framing
problems, developing feasible solutions, and seizing political moments to advance reform.
Sabatier’s advocacy coalition framework emphasises that policy change unfolds over time
through the interaction of coalitions united by shared beliefs. NGOs play crucial roles
within these coalitions by supplying expertise, maintaining network cohesion, and
facilitating learning across sectors. Both frameworks highlight that influence is collective
rather than individual: NGOs succeed when they act as part of coalitions that mobilise
diverse resources and sustain engagement across multiple governance levels (Keck &
Sikkink, 1998).

3. Case lllustrations
The abstract theories of power and influence become tangible when examined through real-

world advocacy.

In transnational human rights campaigns, NGOs such as Amnesty International and
Human Rights Watch illustrate Lukes’ third dimension of power by reshaping global norms.
Their reports and media work convert acts of repression into matters of universal concern,
compelling states to respond through international mechanisms. This reframing
demonstrates how legitimacy and discourse can generate influence even in the absence of
coercive capacity. Yet critics note that such organisations, often headquartered in the Global
North, risk imposing external frameworks that overlook local political realities.
Environmental coalitions show how Foucault’s power/knowledge dynamic functions in
practice. Networks like Greenpeace and WWF leverage scientific expertise to define

environmental problems, produce technical reports, and influence intergovernmental
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negotiations such as the Kyoto and Paris agreements. Their command of scientific discourse
grants them authority in global forums. However, grassroots movements in the Global South
have challenged this model, arguing that elite environmentalism prioritises global visibility
over local justice—exemplifying the tension between epistemic power and participatory
legitimacy.

At the local level, grassroots mobilisation reveals the pluralist promise of NGOs.
Community-based organisations in Latin America and Africa, for instance, have combined
advocacy with participatory governance to demand land rights, housing, and environmental
protection. Their legitimacy derives from lived experience and collective ownership rather
than external funding. Yet their influence remains constrained by limited access to resources
and institutional barriers, highlighting the structural inequalities that pervade the broader

nonprofit ecosystem.

4. Discussion
Taken together, these theoretical perspectives underscore that nonprofit influence is

multidimensional, relational, and contested. NGOs exert power through knowledge,
discourse, and networks, but their effectiveness depends on legitimacy and access. Their
influence is mediated by donor structures, political environments, and the uneven
distribution of material and symbolic resources. Nonprofits thus occupy an ambiguous
position: they democratise policymaking by amplifying diverse voices, yet risk reinforcing
hierarchies through dependence on elite funding and global narratives.

For scholars, this complexity challenges the assumption that civil society is inherently
emancipatory. Theoretical inquiry must interrogate how NGOs both contest and reproduce
power, and how legitimacy is constructed within these processes. For practitioners, the
implications are strategic. Effective influence requires combining credibility with
inclusiveness —building coalitions that integrate grassroots actors, ensuring transparency in
decision-making, and producing knowledge that is both rigorous and participatory. The goal
is not to transcend power but to engage it responsibly, using influence as a vehicle for

accountability and justice rather than dominance.

5. Conclusion
Nonprofit organisations operate at the intersection of power, legitimacy, and governance.

They shape the policy process not by coercion but by constructing meaning, mobilising
networks, and embedding new norms into institutional frameworks. Theoretical perspectives

from Lukes, Foucault, Habermas, Kingdon, and Sabatier reveal that their influence spans

5of7



multiple dimensions —from agenda-setting and framing to epistemic authority and coalition-
building.

However, influence does not equate to democracy. NGOs’ capacity to act as representatives
of the public interest depends on how they manage legitimacy, accountability, and
participation. Their challenge is to wield power transparently and inclusively, balancing
expertise with empathy, advocacy with accountability. For academics, these frameworks
provide conceptual clarity for analysing complex dynamics of civil society. For
practitioners, they offer practical guidance for sustaining legitimacy, forming equitable

partnerships, and leveraging influence toward systemic change.
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