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Non-governmental Organizations 

 Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have been variously defined over the decades 

since first being coined by the United Nations in 1945. More contemporary definitions help to 

elucidate the workings of these organizations, where an NGO is an entity not affiliated with any 

government, business enterprise, or family. Such definitions suggest that NGOs are relatively 

recent phenomena, engaged in goals of poverty eradication, environmental justice, etc. However, 

scholars such as Thomas Davis have argued that “international NGOs have a long and turbulent 

history, which has often placed these actors at the center of key transformations shaping 

international society over the last two centuries” (Ascher et al., 2016). This latter perspective 

indicates that regardless of their origins and specific definition, NGOs have undergone 

significant evolution in their practices, in line with the evolving nature of the challenges in global 

affairs.  

 Following the Cold War period and the transformations of the Green Revolution, the 

sociopolitical and economic complexities of policies and development programs worldwide led 

to the so-called Washington Consensus in 1989. Although much debated, the premise was to 

establish a simplified economic and theoretical framework in the interest of development 

practices based on neoliberal concepts. However, this consensus was starkly opposed by various 

leaders of NGOs who recognized the relevance of capacity building at more local levels for 

delivering prosperity and growth is often neglected regions of the world (Karkee & Comfort, 

2016). Nonetheless, the impacts of NGO work in developing countries have been constrained by 

the fact that major determinants of economic prosperity continue to rely upon access and control 

of large-scale assets and investments that expand human capital capacities (Nikkhah & Redzuan, 

2012). As such, the Washington Consensus-driven development practices of government-backed 
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institutions and businesses remain a significant influence on developing countries and a primary 

challenge to the framework of how NGOs operate and seek to achieve organizational goals.  

 The emergence of the environmental movement was largely solidified with the 1992 Rio 

Conference on climate and has since led to a massive expansion of NGO practice in this sphere. 

Many of the international organizations involved in contemporary NGO work now actively seek 

to develop their practices towards addressing 21st-century challenges framed around the 

challenges of tackling climate change. As such, frameworks of community development, 

beneficent charity, system failure, and social enterprise have all been exhausted in favor of 

global necessity (Ascher et al., 2016). However, this contemporary approach brings with it 

unique challenges for NGO success. A prominent player in this landscape has been Greenpeace. 

This NGO’s approach to environmental justice encompasses a framework that seeks to correct 

many of the failed practices of the neoliberal era Washington Consensus but faces limitations in 

addressing 21st challenges (Nikkhah & Redzuan, 2012). Firstly, handling global necessities 

demands a high level of information and technological expertise. Furthermore, this expertise is 

oriented towards a direct challenge to status quo authorities that are either unable or unwilling to 

deliver on the most basic services and results (Ascher et al., 2016). As such, NGOs can face 

political and financial burdens to effectively integrate both nongovernmental and governmental 

expertise and resources to deliver solutions to 21st-century challenges. 

 Measurement practices for tracking the effectiveness of NGO work have been 

increasingly developed over the years to better attract key investments and donations from 

philanthropic and donor agency sources. This push towards measurability has been complicated 

by the fact that no profit-driven bottom-line indicator exists and as such, NGOs can be evaluated 

on different frameworks of efficiency and effectiveness (Ascher et al., 2016). The latter is more 
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applicable to NGO practices and has been defined as a rationing measure that relates observable 

outputs to all planned outputs within a particular period. Moreover, the outputs are often 

measured using the same units. Thus the ratio is a good expression of the effectiveness of a 

certain NGO program over time and is heavily relied upon by NGO members to advocate and 

engage partners for funding, time, and other forms of participation.  

Programs from the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) are published periodically through 

various organizational forums and websites, dependent upon regional and local focus. These 

programs rely on a system of measurements that utilize various wildlife and ecosystem metrics, 

such as specific species population numbers or forest land cover. Therefore, the WWF has been a 

champion in driving conservation efforts, and successful programs have been highlighted for 

public appreciation and to drive further engagement with NGO programs and operations 

(Nikkhah & Redzuan, 2012). The global necessity framework implies that such effective 

measures be constantly updated to capture better the gaps in outcomes that remain. However, an 

NGO such as WWF is limited by its ability to achieve complex conservation objectives without 

input from various stakeholders independently. As such, the effectiveness of programs at an 

internationally based NGO such as the WWF can be heavily dependent upon local sociopolitical, 

academic, and business collaboration (Ascher et al., 2016). Such integration has proven difficult 

in many developing regions of the world, where conflicting agendas make NGO work difficult 

and at times even dangerous to the wellbeing and safety of NGO workers. 

The agenda for development has greatly expanded following the end of World War II 

and, with it, has brought about more complexity beyond meeting basic human needs. With the 

challenges of 21st-century climate change, the development agenda encompasses a wide range of 

goals, including the environment, food security, human rights, and sustainability. Similarly, the 
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lists of NGO mission statements have become increasingly rare as organizational goals shift 

towards a global necessity framework. In the space of the environment, key international NGOs 

such as WWF and Greenpeace have been at the forefront of efforts to tackle often interrelated 

challenges about the global ecosystem. As the complexities have evolved, however, the practices 

of such NGOs now require high-level information and technology, private sector, and 

government input to succeed. This presents the possibility that the challenges of this century 

cannot be resolved solely through a nongovernmental framework and that global necessity means 

sociopolitical and economic collaboration across multiple sectors of society. 
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