






14: Prioritising conservation in an increasingly urban world

Lens

The majority of the global population live in (peri-)urban areas that are often more populous than nation states and 
thus work that is city-focused rather than country-focused makes more sense; people’s daily interaction with and 
direct link to nature, habitats and species has significantly changed; a world uninhabitable for an increasing number 
of species, yet where some are thriving – even overpopulating – in the fast growing (peri-)urban areas.

Role

To educate (peri-)urban populations in how nature is integrated in their living situation, how interdependency with 
nature continues to exist, and how urban nature links to larger conservation issues; linking cross-class urban 
constituencies to rural and protected space issues, thus lessening the white, upper-middle-class bias within 
conservation; convening and education of urban government agencies and private infrastructure companies; 
influencing policy and practice.

Potential pathways Mindset and culture Existing examples

Convene urban landscape and 
animal protection agencies 
for common campaigning and 
supporter mobilisation.

Close small country-level branches 
and replace them with megacity-
level branches.

A welcoming attitude to urban 
naturalists, gardeners, foragers and 
bird lovers, small animal/pet-loving 
people, etc.

Mindset shifted from the perception 
of nature as unspoiled vastness to 
focus on cities, for both their own 
natural resources and as prime 
consumers of natural resources.

American Urban Gardening 
Association

Humane Society

Parks and People Foundation

Baltimore’s commitment to meeting 
the Paris agreement goals, with 
support from Baltimore Green Map

Organisational structure

Joint ventures/partnerships/mergers 
and acquisitions with associations 
representing the aforementioned 
constituencies.
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Common aspects

Looking across all of these propositions for 
potential future NGO roles, some commonalities 
that apply to all or most of them emerge. 

Changing mindsets

NGOs (especially but not only those that focus 
on campaigning) can be quite ‘tribal’. While there 
is a spectrum of mindsets, there is a tendency to 
fall back on definitions rooted in opposing sides: 
the distinction between the ingroup – the group 
of people and organisations considered worthy 
of being in the sector – and the outgroup – those 
who are outside the circle and are looked at with 
at least reservedness, and frequently a sense 
of superiority – is quite strong. A report by an 
International Civil Society Centre task force on 
how to instil cultures of change (ICSC, 2015) 
supported this criticism of the NGO sector. For 
the potential new roles of conservation NGOs to 
have a chance, and to secure future relevance 

and impact, the organisations must become more 
inclusive and less normative or judgemental.

Conservation organisations are in general 
addressing people that are already, to a 
degree, engaged. The new and needed work 
is how to engage people who are not included 
in the conversation and/or may not even 
fully agree on the role of nature stewardship 
as a solution to the climate crisis. It is also 
necessary to bring in perspectives that are 
diverse in terms of paradigms, mental models 
and ways of thinking, such as those oriented 
around spirituality and other alternatives 
to Western academic approaches. 

Collaboration with new actors

The scale of the challenge – encompassing 
climate change, the sixth mass extinction, etc. – 
means that solutions require political, financial, 
operational and systemic power many, many 
magnitudes higher than can be applied by NGOs, 
even when they act collectively as a sector.

15: A bridge between the blockchain and local community conservation

Lens

Radically new decision-making structures and business models emerge based on blockchain and crypto-currencies, 
potentially giving local communities greater control over who owns and benefits from nature assets and enabling 
entire new economies to be built on conservation activities.

Role

To take the form of decentralised and transparent local or global digital communities that ensure the smooth 
functioning of core teams; could also play a role in verifying that the information put on the blockchain is accurate; 
regulating a system in which money can flow more readily to communities and acting as a bridge between those 
communities and sources of funding, certifying in-real-life conservation that also exists on the blockchain.

Potential pathways Mindset and culture Existing examples

Support emerging developers who 
have an interest in conservation; 
hire such developers in-house and 
give them the necessary leeway 
and resourcing to foster truly 
disruptive innovation.

Radical risk-taking. Willingness 
to embrace a system that could 
eventually replace them, with the 
incentive based on the conservation 
of biodiversity rather than on ego.

Highly tech-savvy, capable of 
thinking across the board, including 
in economic and financial terms.

Adoption by El Salvador of bitcoin 
as an official currency

Nature Seychelles offering the 
Seychelles magpie-robin as a non-
fungible token

Open Earth Foundation raising 
millions in funds from non-fungible 
tokens

Social Alpha Foundation 
empowering “blockchain for good”

Organisational structure

Community-led and funded in a 
completely transparent manner, 
open to scrutiny.



The actors with which future NGOs must 
collaborate are often not those that have been 
seen as most relevant until now, with examples 
including the military, faith groups and China. 
Conservation is not at the top of their list of 
imperatives, priorities and incentive systems, 
but it should not be assumed that it isn’t on 
their list at all. For example, China installs 
more solar panels than any other country.

Demanding change from any actor is less 
effective when it comes to achieving scale 
than co-creating solutions around mutual 
interests – even if that mutual interest 
arises from different rationales or logics.

One example of a non-typical partner with 
mutual interests could be evangelical groups 
that include a large percentage of creationists. 
Should conservation NGOs work with such 
groups? They believe equally strongly in a 
stewardship duty to preserve species and 
habitats and to stop climate change and 
will act accordingly both independently 
and in combination with other groups.

Rebalancing the relationships

Many NGOs – especially those that have grown 
as professional delivery mechanisms for large 
institutional grants – have had a tendency towards 
sub-contracting and working through partners rather 
than in solidarity and equality with other civil society 
organisations (CSOs). This has led to suboptimal 
outcomes because programmes, campaigns 
and other conservation activities have not been 
informed by the context, reality and what works for 
those CSOs, usually based in the global South. 

Given, also, the ways in which money is 
channelled, this has led to those CSOs changing 

their organisational function and form to meet 
the compliance requirements and modes of 
thinking and operations that donors expect. 
Knowledge is extracted to a greater degree 
than it is shared. The use, by some NGOs, 
of extracted knowledge to demonstrate to 
donors how they have added value, is not 
always equal to the effort put into the creation 
of common public goods that credit Southern 
perspectives and are shared on an equal basis.

There must be more alignment of strategic 
approaches and resource allocation, direct to 
Southern CSOs. This needs to happen with 
greater transparency and accountability on all 
sides. An example is the (slow) implementation 
of the Grand Bargain agreement between 
some of the largest donors and humanitarian 
organisations. This agreement sets out their 
commitment to get more means into the hands of 
people in need and to improve the effectiveness 
and efficiency of humanitarian action.

New entities with a narrow focus 

Some of the possible future roles for 
conservation NGOs require the creation of 
new NGOs or other organisational forms. 
Where these pathways start within long-
established NGO forms, the chance of success 
will increase if they are built and protected as 
new entities within the larger organisation.

These new organisations will require a 
more disciplined focus on a narrower set of 
competencies but with deeper specialisation. 
Frequently, this implies entities with a 
smaller size and footprint, with a more 
tightly defined role and mandate, and with 
different competencies and cultures.
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4. ACCELERATING THE TRANSFORMATION

There is an urgent need for conservation 
NGOs to transform, whether towards the roles 
and organisational forms proposed in the 
previous chapter or others that may emerge 
as the thinking evolves. Whatever futures 
are targeted, the scale of the challenges 
facing the planet, most notably those of 
the climate crisis and biodiversity loss, 
means that change must come quickly.

This chapter considers factors that can play 
a role in accelerating the transformation of 
conservation NGOs. It covers enablers for and 
barriers to transformation, the stakeholders 
who must come to the fore, the practical 

implications for existing NGOs, and the 
likely desired attributes of future NGOs.

Enablers and barriers
As with any transformation, there are aspects of the 
current status of the conservation sector that can 
have either a positive or negative impact on efforts 
to transform. Figure 2 summarises factors that can 
serve either to enable or hinder NGO transformations 
and positive conservation outcomes. These factors 
can also apply to setting up new conservation 
NGOs and other international environmental, 
humanitarian or social-justice-driven entities.

Figure 2. Enablers and barriers for the transformation of conservation NGOs
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Source: authors’ own analysis
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Different stakeholders  
to foreground 

Which stakeholder groups should be among 
the leading voices in reimagining the future 
of NGOs and why? Traditionally, the following 
stakeholders have been foregrounded:

•	Volunteers and supporters from global 
North countries, often with an urbanised, 
middle class, and educated profile and with 
progressive social and political values;

•	Board members with a similar background 
and profile, sometimes wealthy individuals;

•	Professionalised NGO staff;

•	Donors, whether individual, small 
donors, high net worth individuals 
or institutional donors.

Examples of stakeholders that must come to 
the fore in the future include the following:

•	Indigenous peoples and local 
communities and their legitimate 
representatives – to ensure that mutuality 
of respect is accorded (including for 
different knowledge systems), that the 
sovereignty of indigenous peoples is 
recognised, and their agency is secured.

•	Stakeholders that can provide a 
stronger gender equality perspective 
to conservation – giving a voice and a 
role in decision making to women, who 
are often closest to the land, responsible 
for keeping communities thriving, and the 
most impacted by poverty. Eco-feminism 
can also come to the fore this way. 

•	Citizen activists – conservation activists, 
rather than just or primarily professionalised 
staff, need to be supported, enabled and 
empowered by NGOs to take action on 
their own terms, through their own social 
networks, and in ways that allow them to 
identify more deeply with conservation issues. 

8. Change.org started as an early-generation digital citizen-campaigning platform on which individuals could instigate (primarily short-term) online 
petitions. It eventually added a staff-supported capacity-building toolbox and support structure for its most engaged citizens, to upscale their 
actions to formal decision makers as well as media, and helping them to organise into collective, more long-term sustained action.

9. A September 2021 webinar from Brazil’s Institute for Reform of State-Company Relations (IREE) examined this question. See: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=auReRrvCDZ0 

•	Professionalised NGO staff – still needed 
(though possibly in lesser numbers) to 
provide continuity of presence and follow 
through; to provide access to elites and 
elite level forms for decision makers and 
formal influencers; to provide access to elite 
media (although citizen journalism can be 
just as influential); to offer policy research; 
to facilitate capacity-building resources 
through which the most committed activists 
can deepen their engagement (see 
Change.org’s approach, for instance8); 
to move from short-term, episodic 
mobilisation to long-term organising.

Also relevant are stakeholders who are currently 
not convinced of the importance of conservation 
in the ways NGOs may promote it but who may 
care about nature from the perspective of pride 
of place for their own localities, recreational 
hobbies, patriotism and other motives. 

•	Citizens in local communities – 
those involved in community-based 
conservation, including or especially those 
who primarily look at natural resources 
as an opportunity for income (which 
therefore needs to be sustained).

•	Private sector actors and potential 
partners – so that NGOs further 
strengthen their understanding of 
these stakeholders’ context, motives, 
drivers, constraints and needs.

•	Intelligence and defence sectors – 
how best to adapt to climate change and 
prepare for new security vulnerabilities 
such as the sustainability of critical 
infrastructure or civic conflict among 
natural resource user groups. Should 
natural public goods, such as the Amazon 
biome, be treated as critical natural 
infrastructure?9 Should sovereignty 
be considered from a nature-related 
perspective, often referred to as ‘green 
sovereignty’? Does this mean changing 
the geopolitical importance of countries 
and regions that are carbon sinks? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=auReRrvCDZ0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=auReRrvCDZ0
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Desired attributes
When participants at the convening that 
provided input for this report used the 
Three Horizons framework (see Annex 1) 
to further examine the practical implications 
for conservation NGOs transitioning 
to new futures, they identified a set of 
attributes that would need to apply at the 
individual, organisational and sectoral 
levels. These are illustrated in Figure 3.

Practical implications for 
organisations that aim to 
implement change
What are the practical implications for existing 
organisations that aim to address the issues 
impacting the conservation NGO sector as 
highlighted above? What are the implications in 
terms of capacities and competencies needed, 
organisational and leadership models, geographies, 
skills and resources required? While a detailed 
treatment of these far-ranging questions is outside 
the scope of this situation analysis, Figure 4 provides 
a high-level overview of some areas for attention.

Figure 3. Desired attributes for future conservation NGOs at an individual, 
organisational and sectoral level

Desired 
attributes: 

individual,  
organisational,  

sectoral

Humility

Ability  
to listen

EmpathyEmbracing 
complexity

Increased 
 sense of urgency

Strong 
collaborative  

skills

Leadership 
that allows for 

experimentation

Being  
agile

Source: authors’ own analysis based on Future of Conservation NGOs Initiative convening



Figure 4. Summary of practical implications for existing NGOs targeting transformation
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

Organisations working to achieve conservation 
outcomes are needed more than ever. The 
scale of the challenge, and degree to which 
we have exceeded planetary boundaries, is 
increasing exponentially. The urgency arising 
from the increasingly near-term climate crisis 
and its existential impact on humans and 
nature is accelerating. The multiplication 
of the two creates a challenge that large 
conservation NGOs cannot keep up with.

The current organisational forms of these 
NGOs – were they even to double, triple or 
quadruple in size – are insufficient to meet the 
challenge. Consequently, the achievement 
of conservation aims at scale and at speed 
requires the transformation of large NGOs and/
or new forms of conservation-focused entities. 

Both these solutions need to be radical in their 
approach. 

Collaboration challenge

Conservation NGOs need to collaborate with 
a greater range of other actors. This range 
needs to include the usual, the unusual and the 
extremely unusual: from public institutions to 
the private sector, to security forces, evangelical 
groupings and other faith-based actors. 
Conservation NGOs need to work out what their 
role and relationship is vis-à-vis unbounded, 
informal issue-led movements as well – and 
that should not involve co-opting them.

The areas and types of collaboration need to 
move much further beyond the paradigm of 
relationships with ‘good’ and ‘bad’ actors. The 
climate crisis, natural resource depletion, and 
their consequences mean that a growing number 
of actors recognise that conservation is not 
just an increasingly important matter for their 
institutional future; it also feeds into the externally 
communicated strategic priorities for their sector, 
institution, community, country. That conservation 
NGOs would disagree with some of these actors 
on non-conservation issues must not prevent them 
from stretching their ability to collaborate with them 

(and in the process potentially influence them).
Every individual has a unique and personal 
relationship with nature; every individual 
has an existential reason to contribute 
to conservation aims; conservation is 
not only the domain of conservationists. 
Conservation concerns everyone.

Mindsets and motivations

Additionally, mindsets that have come out 
of global North approaches to species and 
habitat protection, land ownership and 
economic models are useful but can also be 
constraining. These mindsets must move 
from being exclusive or dominant to being 
part of a mix with other ways of thinking.

The role of spiritual motivations for and 
responses to conservation is under-
acknowledged, which opens up the possibility 
of working differently with spiritual thinkers, 
on an emotional all the way through to 
practical basis. To do so requires a greater 
understanding of the multiplicity of perspectives 
and more interfaces with other mindsets.

Communities exercising their human rights and 
organisations embracing diversity and inclusion 
are indivisible from conservation aims and are 
thus inseparable for the stewardship of nature. 

Possible futures

Chapter 3 of this report proposes 15 possible 
futures for conservation NGOs, each based on 
an external lens through which to consider how 
best to achieve conservation aims. They are not 
mutually exclusive but considering them makes 
it possible to determine which of the potential 
new or improved roles for conservation NGOs 
could be most effective. Only by making choices 
about the role can one move to determining 
the organisational form, made up of culture, 
organisational mindsets and structures.

The propositions for revised roles and functions 
will not necessarily be new to those working 
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in this space, as evidenced by the examples 
given alongside the propositions. Many of 
these examples, though, are currently quite 
small, nascent or early-stage entities. As in 
other NGO sectors, however, the influencing 
power of these pre-existing examples can be 
massively increased with contributions from 
the biggest players, such as WWF, BirdLife 
International, Fauna and Flora International, 
Nature Conservancy, Conservation International, 
Environmental Defense Fund or the Sierra Club.

Success factors

This report does not offer a definitive position 
on whether building new smaller, self-standing 
organisations or transforming existing larger 
ones is the best route forward. Each is possible 
and each brings its own opportunities and 
challenges. Experience from other NGOs 
suggests that the more radical innovations 
typically require new entities to be set up either 
entirely externally or as stand-alone entities, in 
a protected space within the larger organisation. 
Additionally, being focused on the unique role 
that each entity plays – and the competencies 
and capabilities needed for that – is essential 
for success. Ambiguous mandates, amorphous 
approaches and asymmetric capabilities do 
not make for great impact. Neither can size 

be a proxy for impact. Conservation needs 
highly proficient NGOs or other entities that 
each play a complementary role that is valued 
by all other actors who share mutual interests. 
Only then can size be a force multiplier. 

The greatest internal potential to enable the 
change will be found with boards and executive 
leadership teams that have vision, an appetite for 
risk and rely on evidence-based strategic decision 
making. One major caveat to this is that these 
leaders must embody diverse backgrounds, lived 
experiences, mindsets and stakeholder groups 
– with a place for rights holders at the core. 

The world is a volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous place, and megatrends – most 
notably the climate crisis and accelerated 
biodiversity loss – are affecting all aspects of 
nature, individuals, sectors and parts of society. 
In this context, the perceived safety and certainty 
of old roles and old structures are comforting 
but are likely to lead to continued erosion of 
effectiveness, relevance and legitimacy. 

Changing organisational forms is risky but 
the trajectory the world is on means new and 
transformed conservation organisations are 
essential to address the urgency and scale of 
the existential threat to people and nature.
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ANNEX 1: THREE HORIZONS APPROACH

The two-day convening that took place in 
September 2021 was one of the key inputs 
for this report. Facilitated by the International 
Futures Forum, it used the Three Horizons 
approach, a simple and intuitive framework for 
thinking about the future (Sharpe et al., 2016). 

The three “horizons” for system transition 
that it refers to are the current dominant 
pattern (H1), the future pattern (H3) and the 
pattern that enables the transition between 
the two (H2). In addition to being used in 
the workshop that informed this report, the 
approach is also applied here to examine 
the most likely patterns of organisational 
transition for conservation NGOs.

Among the most important factors that will 
influence which pattern of organisational change 
conservation NGOs will need to follow are: 

•	the volatility, complexity, uncertainty and 
ambiguity of the external context;

•	how radically different the new roles 
of conservation organisations (not 
necessarily NGOs) could and should be; 

•	how other actors with a stake in 
conservation should be enabled in their 
roles, with willing conservation organisations 
to work alongside them where needed; and

•	the difficulties of implementing 
transformation in large NGOs successfully 
and with the necessary urgency.

Three Horizons: Patterns of System Transition
Typical patterns of system transition in which a dominant H1 pattern  

gives way over time to an aspirational H3 pattern
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This leads to the following assessment 
and four potential patterns of transition:

1.	Smooth transition: while a desirable 
pattern, based on other NGO transformation 
processes this is almost certainly ruled out 
by the complexities that make it difficult 
for large NGOs to transform their roles 
and forms at a speed that keeps pace 
with the changing external context.

2.	Collapse and renewal: the least desirable 
pattern, involving significant loss of 
capabilities and effectiveness, and loss of 
citizen activism. It is nevertheless a highly 
plausible scenario because the relevance of 
traditional conservation NGOs is diminishing 
in the eyes of other actors, such as China, 
the private sector, the new generation of 
philanthropic actors, impact investors, etc. 

3.	Investment bubble: a possible, and positive, 
pattern of system transition. However, 
given the limited resources for NGOs, and 
their starting points, this scenario might not 
achieve impact at the necessary scale.

4.	Capture and extension: can also be a 
positive and desirable pattern of system 
transition because it builds on proofs of 
concept from existing successes and 
prototypes new ones, while allowing more 
targeted investment to achieve scale. At 
the same time, stretching H1 – the current 
dominant pattern – in this way may slow 
down or prevent the more significant 
change that is needed from happening.

In reflecting on the positives and negatives 
of the above patterns of transition, some 
NGO practitioners ask whether there is an 
alternative to incurring the direct and indirect 
costs of transforming a large NGO, with its 
multiple mandates, programme approaches 
and geographies. The focus could instead 
be on investing in spinning out or creating 
new innovative, agile organisations or 
completely different sorts of entity that 
move in broadly the same direction, while 
leveraging each other’s capabilities.
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ANNEX 2: WHAT CAN BE LEARNED  
FROM SUCCESSFUL TRANSFORMATIONS? 

Design-thinking approaches, cases of successful 
transformation, innovative NGO functions 
and programmatic approaches, and types of 
organisational forms have been tested – but 
with what success? What can be learned from 
these? This annex reviews other examples of 
innovation in organisational form or in how NGO 
offerings, programming and campaigning are 
designed to embody a greater user focus.

Some conservation NGOs have sought help 
with innovation and design-thinking-related 
coaching and have introduced innovation 
labs, teams and sprints (Kelly, 2015; Sahni et 
al., 2017; Schmitt, 2019). This has resulted 
in worthwhile innovations, but the mindset 
that needs to accompany design thinking 
can prove to be challenging to achieve, 
based on the experience of NGOs in other 
sectors, such as poverty and development. 

Organisational cultures that are quite hierarchical 
and not amenable to flat, lean and agile decision 
making are problematic, as are leaders who do 
not feel they can trust their innovation teams to 
do their work uninterrupted until it is time to make 
a pitch. Rather than engaging in micromanaging, 
leaders should set strategic criteria for what 
innovations must offer. They need to articulate 
boundaries within which innovations have to 
play out but otherwise stick to portfolio reviews 
and not get involved in the details. When failures 
still result in punitive action, and when leaders 
are not comfortable with the fact that a good 
majority of the innovation prototypes and tests 
will turn out to fail, this is also problematic. 

It should be possible for resources to be 
made available, in a flexible and agile way, 
when new opportunities abound or when 
an initial validation of a prototype proves 
promising. Rather than having a focus on 
process, the aim should be to empower 
innovators to do their thing and shield them 
from the regular bureaucratic encumbrances. 
It is clear that the organisational culture and 

leaders that are hired into these cultures 
have some blind spots to address.

The organisational form of some global NGOs 
has changed in the last 10 years or so: a 
movement from corporate-hierarchical forms of 
organisation (with one headquarters that line 
manages country offices and programmes), to 
a (con)federated or otherwise networked set 
of national members or affiliates. At the same 
time, NGOs have sought to invite in or acquire 
global South members (with their own national 
boards and semi-autonomous operations), and 
diversified their cohort of leaders and managers 
to represent more non-white, non-global-North 
leaders. Not only was this meant to make 
the NGO more globally representative and 
legitimate, but also to strengthen and diversify 
its programming, campaigning and fundraising 
approaches. While significant investments have 
been made in this shift and while this has yielded 
some results – though the benefits took longer 
to take hold than was anticipated – this shift 
did not reduce vocal calls from a part of global-
South-founded civil society that these global 
families still crowd out local civil society, and do 
not represent a true global South organisational 
identity. At the same time, internal transaction 
costs of coordination and alignment are higher 
than ever, leading to an even greater inward 
orientation. This stands in the way of being 
more externally oriented, with an ability to 
scan the horizon, spot the need for innovation, 
and in an agile fashion respond to this.

Observers from outside the sector can 
sometimes be heard to say that the NGO sector 
is underscaled and overfragmented. In other 
words, that despite often being adequately 
funded, its interventions rarely achieve the 
necessary scale to effectively tackle the issue 
being targeted; and that fragmentation in the 
sector contributes to this problem. Strategic 
partnerships on programme design and 
delivery, the sharing of back-office functions 
and services, and – especially – mergers and 



acquisitions came late to the NGO sector but 
have now started to become more common10

1. 
At one level, more movement in this direction 
could address scope and scale of impact, 
reduce cost models (which are under pressure 
as it is) and lead to more consistent programme 
quality standards. At the same time, the 
civil society ethos of encouraging new ideas 
will always prompt citizens to set up new 
organisations because this is perceived as the 
only way to innovate, or because of (frequently 
incorrect) perceptions about the uniqueness of 
a seemingly new focus, mission or programme 
model – even if the scale of impact and cost-
benefit analysis of these new entities should 
prompt them to stop and think further.

10. The scope of this situation analysis does not provide room to go into the reasons for this late embrace, or what are good practices to look out 
for. See the chapters on governance and leadership and the concluding chapter in the book Between Power and Irrelevance: the Future of 
Transnational NGOs (Mitchell et al., 2020) for an overview of explanatory factors for this, as well as for some good practices.

Examples of where 
NGOs are innovating

Conservation NGOs that need to be more 
agile and innovate more effectively can learn 
from other types of organisation, either in the 
broader civil society sector or outside it. This 
section describes several examples of such 
innovation and of testing of alternatives to 
the traditional NGO organisational form. 

Some NGOs in the development sector have 
evolved into hybrids that combine non-profit 
and for-profit forms, by integrating social 
enterprises (e.g. CARE) or impact-investment 
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units (e.g. Habitat for Humanity, Heifer) 
into their organisation, or setting them up 
adjacent to their organisation. Others have 
integrated fee-based consulting services 
or data technology and platform service 
delivery as revenue-generating activities (e.g. 
Humentum, Cadasta, Techsoup), to diversify 
their income strategies and become more 
financially resilient and less donor-dependent.

Some organisations are more intentionally 
attempting to work with, and in complementarity 
to, social movements. Examples here are 
the Association for Women in Development 
and ActionAid International. 

Some NGOs are aiming to shift their paradigm 
of campaigning from a more staff-centric form 
to being centred on and driven by supporters. 
An example here is Greenpeace, with its 
people-powered campaigning approach, initially 
supported by MobLab. In this paradigm shift, 
the role of NGO staff is to empower citizen 
supporters to do most of the campaigning, 
in self-directed ways, and the NGO’s role is 
primarily to support and build capacity to move 
from mobilising (the initiation of short-term, 
broad public ‘peaks’ of activism) to organising 
(the building of long-term, sustainable forms of 
citizen organising that can bridge into elite-based 
campaigning among formal power holders).

Some organisations are attempting to make 
their organisational boundaries more ‘porous’, 
by enabling organisations other than fellow 
NGOs into their (con)federated families. 
CARE is an example of this. Similarly, some 
are trying to move to more networked forms 
of organisation, although the use of the term 
networked – and its implications – is not 
necessarily clearly understood or shared yet.

11. Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations

Some civil society organisations are shifting 
from strategies to increase the global 
representativeness of affiliates and organisational 
members to working more in partnership with 
other independent actors in the global South, 
especially given the increasingly vocal critiques 
that global NGOs are ‘crowding out’ local actors.

Many NGOs aim to introduce design thinking into 
their programming. PACT is a good example. 

There are NGOs that have shifted from having 
a physical presence into being permanently 
virtual entities, with lean, small and globally 
distributed staff. These are modelled on, 
among others, the new generation of digital 
campaigning platforms such as Avaaz.org, 
Change.org, Jhatkaa (India), CAMPACT 
(Germany), etc. The global COVID-19 pandemic 
has had the impact of furthering this trend.

Some NGOs are shifting their role and 
organisational form to that of having solely a 
digital platform function, instead of continuing 
to perform programmatic deliverables 
themselves. Examples are World Vision Brazil 
and Paso Pacífico. In this manifestation and 
role, the organisation is meant to primarily 
function as a catalyst or platform for other 
civil society actors and citizens to operate. 

Some NGOs have successfully moved 
into being the trusted source and provider 
of mission- or theme-specific data for use 
by civil society organisations and other 
actors. For example, Equal Measures 2030 
scrapes data from public sources, analyses 
and packages it, so that it can be used 
by small to large organisations to monitor 
implementation by all countries of the SDGs11

2 
relating to girls – and advocate accordingly.
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