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Preface

The idea for this book started fermenting during some of the lengthy
Thursday afternoons in the 1990s when the State Parliament in Berlin,
Germany, was in session. My job as Chief of Staff of the State Secretary
of Labor and Women’s Affairs included organizing and participating in
meetings between NGOs and the Secretary. The parliamentary Thurs-
days presented opportunities to do just that, with NGO representatives
lingering in the halls and politicians floating in and out of the plenary.
What I observed was a strangely patterned dance between politicians and
NGO representatives. At its center seemed to be unacknowledged power
dynamics, and in particular a tacit co-dependency among unequals.

The core task at the time was to prevent the complete collapse of the
Eastern labor market. In 1991 in Berlin alone, 300,000 jobs had van-
ished. Former East German industrial plants closed, cultural institutions
disappeared, kindergartens shut down, and poverty grew. Neither state
nor market offered solutions up front. Instead, state–civil society cooper-
ation became the economic lifeline. In 1991, the Berlin Senate introduced
what came to be the largest postwar NGO sector creation program.
Already-operating civic groups were called upon to apply for project
funds that would generate jobs. New NGOs were founded with encour-
agement, logistical help, and funding from government agencies. Govern-
ment nudged civic activists whose loose network coalitions had advanced
the revolutionary processes in Eastern Germany into forming NGOs.
Formerly state-employed East Germans became civic entrepreneurs. At
the same time, movement actors from the West contemplated strategies
on how to transform their commitments to civic causes into paying jobs
with benefits while keeping radical agendas alive. NGO–state agency

ix
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cooperation became a daily routine. Seemingly out of nowhere, hun-
dreds of new NGOs were established in Berlin alone that got federal and
state funding for their project tasks, infrastructure, and labor costs. They
restored decrepit churches and in the process trained unemployed youths
in crafts and construction. They founded satirical comedy nonprofits that
provided a haven for unemployed musicians and actors. They created
women’s shelters, alternative media cooperatives, and East-West cultural
centers. NGO expertise fueled innovative projects while offering an excit-
ing laboratory for civic engagement.

Yet while I was partaking in a government-centered revitalization of
civil society, I also started to wonder about some broader implications.
Most notably, the Berlin government had turned into a huge donor agency
that set the terms of engagement of civil society with the state. These terms
of engagement were more often based on ad hoc decisions and utilitarian
reasoning than on long-term strategizing and institutional deliberation.
NGO expertise was valued as spearheading a combined job, civic, and
East-West integration drive, but it was much less valued in the policy-
making arena. Neither the executive and its bureaucracy nor parliament
sought regular NGO input on what kinds of programs and projects should
be funded. Those closest to the actual dynamics of economic and social
transformations were routinely sidelined in the formal institutional con-
texts in which their voice might have added substance to the policy-
making process.

A second pattern that emerged involved NGOs that organized to advo-
cate publicly on behalf of a particular policy: They were typically per-
ceived as unruly and were tacitly sanctioned. Most NGOs learned quickly
that publicly mobilizing and organizing citizens was not as successful an
advocacy strategy as institutional lobbying. In order to secure government
access and resources, NGOs were restricted in their public voice by the
very terms of engagement that had brought many of them into existence
or made them flourish.

A third observation I made was that despite this fairly restrictive con-
tact pattern between government and NGOs, when an official claimed he
or she was speaking for large segments of the population, input from the
NGO sector was often cited as evidence for having consulted the public.
The nongovernmental sector was constructed by officials to represent the
public. The irony here of course was that the NGOs most likely to be
cast in the role of publics were precisely those that had been conditioned
politically away from engaging or mobilizing citizens in their advocacy
work.
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That time in the Berlin government jumpstarted my interest in the ties
that bind the civic sector and the state. When I left, the experience of
the tensions built into civic engagement and advocacy in late modern
societies guided my research. I was interested in whether what I had
witnessed during exceptional postunification times also was at work in
other places and at other times. This book tries to uncover, articulate, and
explain some of these tensions. It investigates structural and institutional
impediments to NGOs’ role as public advocates in late modern public
spheres, and it explores conditions under which NGOs can help activate
public voice.

Many colleagues and friends over the years helped me think and
rethink the argument. Joan W. Scott was the first to encourage me
to continue the work on NGOization. Michael Edwards, Myra Marx
Ferree, and Alex Warleigh provided helpful comments at the early stages
of the research. Inderpal Grewal and Victoria Bernal brought together an
inspiring group of scholars in Bellagio’s Rockefeller Center for a week
of intense discussions that helped center the argument. I am grateful to
Margit Mayer for sharing her knowledge of urban politics and move-
ments, to Wolf-Dieter Narr for insisting that social science writing can
be simple and graceful, and to Aaron Cicourel for reminding me to cut
out the “white noise” from my interviews. Many more friends and schol-
ars over the years have given me feedback on parts of the argument and
have provided support whenever needed, in particular Birgit Sauer, Petra
Ahrens, Troy Duster, Petra Meier, Celeste Montoya, Joyce Mushaben,
Elisabeth Pruegl, and Alison Woodward.

Qualitative work means being on the road, and I am grateful for the
many people who opened their homes, offices, or meetings to me over the
years for interviews, participant observation, background talks, follow-
up conversations, or simply for a bed, breakfast, and nightly “debriefing
sessions.” They are far too many to name, but some have accompanied me
and this research for a long time: Jochen (Barlo) Barloschky, who some
call the pope of German urban development mobilization, Sabine Offe,
and Ursula Staudinger in Bremen; the late Christian Fenner in Leipzig; Bev
Crawford, James MacBean, and Troy Duster in Berkeley, where in partic-
ular Troy’s knowledge of and connections in Oakland helped open more
doors than I could have found myself; Conny Reuter in Brussels; Norma
Damashek, Michael Schudson, and Nico Calavita in San Diego; and John
Fox, Brent Crook, and Charlie McAteer in Seattle. Financial support for
the fieldwork was provided by the German Fulbright Commission and
the German Academic Exchange Office, as well as the Center for West
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European Studies, the European Union Center, and the Nancy M. Bell
Center at the University of Washington.

Various colleagues heard parts of the argument at conferences of the
International Studies Association, the ECPR yearly meetings and Joint
Sessions, the European Sociological Association, and the American Poli-
tical Science Association. I cannot do justice to all the ideas I got from
these audiences. I am also indebted to my fellow colleagues at the Univer-
sity of Washington’s Jackson School Faculty Research Group for provid-
ing feedback on parts of the book, in particular Joel Migdal, Gad Barzilai,
Matt Sparke, Robert Pekkanen, Sunila Kale, and Scott Radnitz, and to
the many students who allowed me to debate ideas in my readings course
on “Civil Society and the Public Sphere” and in other contexts, in partic-
ular Garrett Strain, Gillian Frackelton, Elizabeth Lyons, and Matt Reed.
Tim Hannon was always one phone call away when my technology skills
proved insufficient. Elizabeth Zherka deserves special praise for not only
sticking with me as my research assistant throughout this project, but
also for her close reading and copyediting of the manuscript.

Thanks finally to my editor, Eric Crahan, whose belief in the manu-
script carried me over many hurdles; to the anonymous reviewers of
Cambridge University Press, whose ideas have shaped this book in more
than one way; and to the production crew, first and foremost Rebecca
McCary, Chris Miller, and Gail Chalew, who improved not only my
Germanic writing style but also the imagery on the pages. Fred Goykhman
took the clues from our conversations to distill the ideas into an amazing
cover.

Without friends and family on both sides of the Atlantic, the many
travels to Europe and back would have been much less pleasurable. My
father, Wolfgang Lang, from whom I caught the bug for politics, and
all the other Langs, Bucks, Rohweders, and Obermaiers helped to keep
my life in perspective whenever work threatened to take over. In Berlin,
Roscha and Angelika fed me more often than I ever can repay; Helga,
Peter, Bettina, and Terry shared their Berlin stories; and Astrid offered
escape routes into the arts. Gertrud and Eckhart helped me feel at home in
Berlin. In Seattle, Alice, Annie, Axel, Daphne, Eric, Peter, and Heidi were
there to listen and to relax with during Sunday soccer. Irene, Stephen,
and John helped me dance.

I am indebted in more than one way to my husband, colleague, and
friend Lance Bennett. He not only carried the brunt of long hours, anx-
ieties, and debates at home with his usual grace but also read and com-
mented on many chapters at several stages. Finally, I want to thank Oliver
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for helping me balance life and work and for making me smile so often.
Sometimes, while looking over my shoulder onto the computer screen at
age eleven or twelve, he started a little rap song and dance that went some-
thing like “formalistic, isomorphic, public NGOization.” I truly hope that
the book does not have as many “big words” as Oliver professed to see
on any given page, and I dedicate this book to him.





1

David or Goliath? Situating NGOs in Politics

The 21st century is the “era of NGOs.”
Kofi Annan

When the former Secretary-General of the United Nations Kofi Annan
proclaimed the 21st century to be the era of NGOs,1 he probably did
not foresee just how controversial a proposition this would turn out
to be. Some see the NGO explosion of recent decades as an indicator
of revitalized democracies across the globe. For others, the increasing
number and influence of NGOs undermine the very foundations of rep-
resentative democracy. Glorifying portrayals of NGOs as the savior of
citizen involvement in public affairs compete with dismissive accounts of
self-proclaimed and nonrepresentative groups bolstered by an unelected
activist elite. The question at the core of these strikingly different per-
ceptions is: What makes NGOs legitimate players in late modern public
affairs? Is it their reputation of getting things done better, faster, and
less bureaucratically than established institutions? Is it that NGOs have
acquired substantial field expertise and policy know-how that are invalu-
able for governance? Is NGO legitimacy based on measurable manage-
ment criteria of accountability and fiscal transparency? Or does legitimacy
increase with representing a certain number of members? The argument
of this book is that these four most frequently cited answers provide
all reasonable, but ultimately not sufficient, criteria for assessing NGO
legitimacy. Instead, the most salient source of legitimacy of the non-
governmental sector is public engagement. Yet it is this very quality, as

1 See http://www.unece.org/indust/sme/ngo.htm (accessed November 18, 2007).
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2 NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere

organizers of publics, that NGOs frequently set aside in favor of providing
effective programs and policy expertise. This book explores why many
NGOs neglect or avoid public engagement and thus underutilize this
particular source of legitimacy.

The “effectiveness” yardstick suggests that NGOs are legitimate be-
cause they tend to accomplish results more effectively than government.
As a former director of Transparency International for Central and East-
ern Europe stated, “We need civil society organizations not because they
‘represent the people’; we need them because through them we can get
things done better” (Marschall 2002: 3). Numerous studies provide evi-
dence that NGOs have stepped in where governments are unwilling to
act, have withdrawn, or have failed (e.g., Hudock 1999; Hopgood 2006).
Yet even in cases where results are strong and welcomed by majorities
of citizens, such as when European environmental NGOs fought success-
fully for an EU-wide ban on animal testing in the cosmetics industry, the
legitimacy of NGO activists to speak for citizens is routinely put into
question. Moreover, getting the job done effectively can mean different
things in different contexts and is often difficult to measure (e.g., Vedder
2007). Thus, if NGOs are indeed to be game changers of 21st-century
democracy, then assessing their performance solely through the lens of
functional mission success is not sufficient to legitimize their work.

An alternative mode of awarding legitimacy is based on the argument
that NGOs contribute invaluable expertise in policy arenas where govern-
ments or business lack resources or specific “on the ground” knowledge.
This is a legitimacy source that NGOs increasingly draw on, claiming
that without their specialized knowledge entering decision-making pro-
cesses, political choices in democratic polities would be seriously limited.
When assessing NGO legitimacy in its expertise mode, it is crucial to
reflect on the kind of expertise that is being called upon. Inclusion based
on technical expertise alone would award the environmental NGO that
fights greenhouse emissions the same legitimacy as a scientist working
for a coal mining company. Yet NGOs tend not to be seen as special
interests; they are perceived as speaking for underrepresented issues as
well as for affected constituents. If NGO legitimacy is based on technical
issue expertise alone, it de-emphasizes NGOs’ role in providing grounded
knowledge and in giving voice to underrepresented interests.

A third legitimacy mode focuses on transparency and procedural
accountability in NGO operations. In this perspective, NGOs gain legiti-
macy if they adhere to standards of professional conduct that are generally
drawn from management practices. In recent years, the accountability



David or Goliath? Situating NGOs in Politics 3

debate has expanded from concerns about internal transparency and
professional conduct to a new public management focus on outcome
measures (e.g., Thomson 2010). In addition to demanding formalized
inner-organizational procedures, funders increasingly request quantifi-
able data to measure program implementation and outcomes (Alexander
et al. 2010). The criteria and effectiveness of performance measurements
are at this point much debated in NGO, philanthropy, and public policy
circles from local to transnational levels (i.e., Brown and Moore 2001;
Morrison and Salipante 2007; Knutsen and Brower 2010). In fact, many
NGOs find the expansive requests made in the name of accountability
to be increasingly burdensome, and research has started to question the
flurry of indicators and data that often are “generated for symbolic pur-
poses” alone (Alexander et al. 2010: 566). A related legitimacy mode that
relies on so-called stakeholder accountability seems to be mired in similar
problems: Organizations tend to identify, or rather construct, stakehold-
ers ex ante while not using adequate communication strategies that would
organize outreach and allow stakeholder publics to form in connection
with, but still somewhat independent from, preconceived organizational
goals (i.e., Rasche and Esser 2006: 11). Accountability is thus often used
to document NGO effects instead of actual public engagement practices.
We discuss later these specific accountability modes of legitimacy; at this
point it is important to note that achieving accountability, either in its
“internal” professional or in its output-oriented new public management
or stakeholder version, does not place demands on NGOs to pursue active
public engagement.

The distinctly public dimension of nongovernmental work is epito-
mized in a fourth mode of legitimacy, captured by this question: Whom
do NGOs speak for; whom do they represent? As straightforward as
accounting for this fourth mode of awarding legitimacy may seem, it also
harbors ambiguities. After all, an NGO constituency is rarely defined
clearly, and its spokespersons are most often not elected. From a state-
centered institutional perspective, it has become common to use the lack
of formalized representation to dismiss the sector’s overall legitimacy.2

2 A different angle of the debate within the representational paradigm focuses on this
question: Do NGOs represent special or public interests? This is a challenging and at
times politically charged attempt to distinguish between a common good claim and a
group enrichment claim. However, I am not convinced that we can only ascribe public
status to those who seek “a collective good, the advancement of which will not selectively
or materially benefit the membership or activists of an organization” (Berry 1977: 7; for
a critical assessment see Edwards 2004: 63 and Jenkins 2006: 308). As Michael Edwards
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I submit that awarding legitimacy on the grounds of formal representati-
veness is just as misguided a yardstick for NGOs as tying legitimacy exclu-
sively to policy effectiveness, expertise, and accountability. The formal
representational claim seems to draw on a party analogy. Yet NGOs do
not stand for election. Their broader public interest claims must depend
on a different kind of validation. It is a validation based on engaging with
or, in the first place, helping generate the publics that an organization
claims to represent.

If we assume that NGOs speak for broader public interests, then they
must draw legitimacy from communicating in the public sphere. Thus,
according to the argument put forward in the following chapters, NGO
legitimacy rests on the sector’s capacity to generate and sustain publics. As
opposed to fostering mere instrumental or stakeholder accountabilities,
NGOs need to develop public accountability, understood here to mean
accountability to broader constituencies by way of both representing and
constituting them as publics.3 To make that point, one does not need
to invoke high-minded ascriptions such as NGOs being the “conscience
of the world” (Willetts 1996) or the “conscience of humanity” (Annan
2006). If NGOs are to be citizens’ voices at the tables of institutional poli-
tics and beyond, then we need to ask to what degree they actually commu-
nicate with citizens. How does an NGO develop and sustain relationships
with its constituency and broader publics? Does it organize citizen input
and public engagement? Does it debate its positions publicly, and is it
thus visible for others to see and for citizens to join in? Evidently, modes
of communication in and with publics vary. NGOs can encourage citi-
zens to write checks; they can ask them to volunteer; they can also enable
them to join in public advocacy and speak up. My local PTA has a choice

has pointed out, this would mean that working for women’s rights would qualify as a
public interest, but working for the “rights of one particular group of women” would
not (2004: 63). A public status, in my view, is ascribed in the discursive public arena.
Therefore, even a special interest group will attain a “public” identity if and when others
decide to discursively engage with its ideas – be it a business lobbying group or a secret
society. In other words, the “publicness” of an NGO is defined discursively and not as a
self-ascribed status or abstract representational claim of an association.

3 Jens Steffek has first introduced “public accountability” in regard to international gover-
nance institutions (Steffek 2010). I argue that NGOs’ public accountability encompasses
the four different modes of transparency, debate, engagement, and activation; for details
see Chapter 4. Knutsen and Brower (2010) employ the term “expressive accountabili-
ties” as constituting the legitimacy of civil society organizations. Yet whereas they define
expressive accountabilities primarily as one-way outreach to gauge constituency senti-
ment, I submit that the concept of public accountability encompasses NGOs not merely
representing but also constituting publics.
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of how to communicate with me: It might convince me to give money; it
might ask me to bake cakes for school events; or it might organize a public
discussion on how we can change education policies. And although most
NGOs employ some combination of these different modes of communica-
tion, fundraising, organizing volunteer work, and institutional presence
seem to occupy a much more substantial part of NGO activities than
public advocacy (see, for example, Bass et al. 2007; Kohler-Koch and
Buth 2011; Steffek and Hahn 2011). Yet, while fostering certain kinds of
citizenship, fundraising and volunteering leave others underutilized.

Kofi Annan’s remarks also signal a radical change in the relation-
ship between political institutions and civil society. Whereas governments
through much of the 20th century had looked on NGOs as “mobilizers
of public opinion in favor of the goals and values” of states’ agendas
(Annan 1998), in the new century these civil society actors were sup-
posed to turn into legitimate partners of government (e.g., Salamon 1995;
Willetts 2000; Gazley 2010). They were to help shape public agen-
das while being the legitimate voice of civil society at the negotiation
table. Indeed there are numerous indicators, from local-level politics to
the transnational spaces of governance, that the “era of NGOs” is in
full bloom. The implementation of Agenda 21 principles in the 1990s
required cooperation with civil society organizations in the global North
and global South. Mistrust of government after the breakup of the Soviet
Union helped generate a large NGO sector in Central and Eastern Europe.
No international organization today operates without some level of
NGO engagement (Reimann 2006; Steffek et al. 2010: 100), and nei-
ther do national or local governments (e.g., Haus et al. 2005; Powell and
Steinberg 2006).

This altered relationship means not only that governments are to
develop different modes of engagement with civil society actors; it also
presupposes that NGOs adapt to the norms and rules of institutional
politics. Some observers have pointed to the dangers of co-optation and
mission drift (e.g., Hulme and Edwards 1997; Chandhoke 2003). It seems
as though neither governments nor NGOs have much incentive to prac-
tice public outreach in a situation where the state can point to NGOs as
their proxies for citizens and NGOs can point to policy results. What,
then, are the opportunity costs of sitting at the table in terms of pub-
lic voice? Have NGOs become hollow stand-ins for publics, or are they
providing the best mechanisms for citizen engagement with public policy
issues? And if, as this book suggests, both dynamics are at work, then
what conditions drive one or the other?
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the argument

In a nutshell, this book makes three claims. These claims are based pri-
marily on empirical work in Europe and the United States,4 yet the reader
will see the occasional connection to research in the global South, as well
as references to fields that are not in the immediate purview of non-
profit or NGO scholarship, such as public sphere and feminist theories.
The intent is to create dialogue between different research clusters that
share an interest in civil society and the public sphere. Of course, weaving
the argument by combining threads of theory and empirical analysis runs
the risk that it might satisfy neither theorists nor empiricists. I would
counter with C. Wright Mills: “Good work in social science today is not,
and usually cannot be, made up of one clear-cut empirical ‘research.’ It
is, rather, composed of a good many studies which at key points anchor
general statements about the shape and the trend of the subject” (Mills
1959: 202).

The first general statement is that the public sphere is a key component
of civil society; this claim anchors the book theoretically. The next chapter
provides evidence that influential theories of civil society sideline its role
as a sphere of public debate by focusing exclusively on how associations
and social norms are generated. I argue that these theories miss out on the
conditions that enable citizens to take their issues into the public arena.
Moreover, they cannot explain seeming paradoxes such as the existence
of strong associations in societies with weak public voice. Only by making
a systematic distinction between organizational density, on the one hand,
and public debate culture, on the other hand, can we understand why,
for example, the strong web of associations in Japanese civil society has
such little public voice and influence (Pekkanen 2006).

The second claim is, in essence, a “public advocacy” argument. It con-
tends that even though both institutional and public advocacy are essen-
tial to a democratic culture, it is public NGO advocacy that generates
citizen engagement and voice. Institutional advocacy, by contrast, tends
to be confined to non-public or semi-public contexts, such as government
commissions and expert consultations. With late modern societies offer-
ing more venues for institutional advocacy, NGOs might see stronger
immediate returns if they lobby government officials, brief members of

4 I want to encourage those who might find viewing NGOs through the public engagement
lens productive to use that lens in other arenas of the nongovernmental sector.
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parliaments, or negotiate with business directly than if they try to organize
and sustain public campaigns. Even if institutional advocacy does not pro-
duce policy success, there are other factors that incentivize institutional
over public engagement, such as resource constraints and reputational
gains. NGOs, I argue, face opportunity costs by engaging in outreach
and public advocacy.

The third claim builds on a political institutionalist argument. I submit
that states and governments play a critically important role in encourag-
ing NGOs to practice public engagement and that therefore the key to
a stronger civil society lies not in a stricter separation of state and civil
society, but in transparent, interactive, and very public government–civil
society relations. My analysis of NGOs operating in various contexts,
from the local to the transnational, suggests that the potential for pub-
lic voice is primarily shaped by state–society interaction. Participation in
the public sphere thus rests on governance conditions. These conditions
do not just form outward barriers inside which civil society acts indepen-
dently; they permeate public space and set formal rules and informal tones
of communication. They structure information flows and, ultimately, are
key to civil society acting as a public sphere.

On a meso level, I put forth a set of three explanatory concepts that
define the specific conditions in which NGOs operate in late modern civil
societies. All three mark developments that shape NGOs’ willingness
and capacity to engage in the public sphere: (1) the NGOization of civil
society, (2) the institutionalization of advocacy, and (3) NGOs as proxy
publics.

The first concept highlights the impact of a specific development in
the organizational formation of late modern civil societies. NGOization
refers to a process by which civic actors from social movements in partic-
ular, but also from smaller community groups, are drawn to incorporate
and perform as NGOs. Forces that shape NGOization have economic
as well as institutional roots. The pull to professionalize meets the need
of states, business, and private donors to seek out reliable partners in
civil society. Positive feedback mechanisms set in if civic groups or move-
ments NGOize. The returns can be material: A legal status provides better
access to funding as well as to consultation or decision-making processes.
The returns can also be symbolic, as with increases in communication,
insider knowledge, and trust. NGOization might normalize the relation-
ships between civil society actors and governing institutions. However, it
also might result in the exclusion of some groups and perspectives that
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represent less organized interests. In addition, it might lead to insider
or client relations between selected NGOs and government (Lang 1997;
Alvarez 1999).

NGOization sets the stage for the second conceptual anchor of this
study: the increasing institutionalization of advocacy. This concept elab-
orates on a specific connection between government and civil society,
arguing that as NGOs become stronger institutional players and are wel-
comed into civic dialogues with local, national, or transnational political
institutions, the incentives to strategically limit public advocacy increase.
As they develop, many NGOs come to avoid using their potential to pro-
duce and sustain what Jürgen Habermas calls “a critical process of public
communication” (Habermas 1989: 232). Contrary to a common percep-
tion that highly visible public communication of NGOs increases an orga-
nization’s institutional clout, the more likely experience is for NGOs to
encounter the opposite, namely that too much critical public voice tends
to jeopardize institutional leverage. NGOs navigate a trade-off between
institutional effectiveness and public voice, and the dominant mode used
to resolve this trade-off is to employ the latter only in a very limited way.
This might lead to NGOs becoming experts in institutional advocacy and
lobbying at the expense of generating broader public debates.

The third conceptual hook addresses what I consider to be the fallout
from NGOization and the institutionalization of advocacy: NGOs act-
ing and being perceived as legitimate proxy publics. For governments and
supranational institutions, NGOs constitute “their” civil society and pub-
lic, just one phone call away. This study examines how the dynamics of
increased returns fostered by NGOization and institutionalized advocacy
feed proxy publics and in turn how networked governance can contribute
to NGOs’ generating stronger public voice and public accountability.

Before elaborating on these arguments, I would like to present briefly
what I am not arguing. This is to prevent readers from misinterpreting
my points and to prevent myself from overstating them.

First, I am not arguing that NGOs do not contribute to the pub-
lic sphere at all. Some NGOs are advocacy organizations that work
almost exclusively through public action. Yet the majority of NGOs are
much more selective in their public outreach and employ only the occa-
sional strategic communication tool. They are highly strategic in calibrat-
ing communication means for specific ends. For the former, generating
publics is part of the end in itself; for the latter, it is a tool whose oppor-
tunity costs can be high. This book engages with the pulls and constraints
that influence NGO public advocacy.
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Second, I am not arguing that NGOization is always and necessar-
ily bad. The pejorative slant that the concept has received over the past
decade (e.g., Funk 2006), which connects the concept to a “sell-out” of
movement goals, actually inhibits an analytical perspective that empha-
sizes configurations and trade-offs; for example, the trade-off between
institutional influence and voice, or between professionally stable careers
and the navigation of dissent.

Third, I am not arguing that engagement in public advocacy will look
the same for an urban development NGO and for a globally involved
NGO such as Oxfam. Yet I do make the case that all NGOs confront
some version of the same pulls and constraints that are embedded in
practicing public engagement and advocacy. Steve Charnovitz has identi-
fied four pressing issues in the context of internationally operating NGOs
that, with some modification, can be applied across the scale, down to the
level of urban NGOs: (1) To what degree do legal environments accom-
modate or inhibit NGO activity? (2) Are governance contexts “rendered
more legitimate” if NGOs participate? (3) To whom, and through what
kind of procedures, are NGOs being held accountable? (4) How, and to
what degree, has NGO participation changed policy outcomes?5 Whereas
policy outcomes are not at the center of this investigation, the first three
questions are directly relevant to an assessment of NGOs’ public engage-
ment profiles and can inform NGO research from the transnational to
the local level.

Fourth, I am not arguing that NGOs are the only carriers of public
voice. Generally, we consider the news media to be best positioned to
articulate citizen concerns while also acting as an interface with politi-
cal institutions (see, for example, Koopmans and Statham 2010: 5). Yet
mass-media-centered accounts of the public sphere tend to focus on elite-
driven discourses in established media “arenas” and, as a consequence,
award only passive “gallery” status to the majority of citizens and their
organizations. The mass media approach to the public sphere does not
leave much room for considering the impact of organizational publics,
particularly since NGO action is often not reported in the mass media.
If publics are made up of citizens joining together to debate issues of
common concern, then the organizational publics of NGOs constitute
arenas in which such dialogue takes place (see also Bennett, Lang, and
Segerberg 2013). These are arenas, moreover, in which citizens can join
in and actively partake instead of watching only from the galleries. It also

5 Adapted with modifications from Charnovitz (2009: 777).
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would be misleading to conceive of these organizational or issue publics
as inward looking and therefore rather marginal contributors to the pub-
lic sphere. In fact, the publics that NGOs are able to incubate might be
more active and engaging than the mass-mediated publics of traditional
media.

Last, I am not arguing that government is always the solution when
NGOs avoid public outreach and engagement. Yet the opposite – freeing
the state of all obligations toward civil society and, more specifically,
toward making sure that NGOs can actually fulfill their function as orga-
nizational publics – is equally shortsighted. Government, so the argu-
ment of this book, can either limit or help expand the public voice of the
nongovernmental sector. More specifically, it can provide incentives for
NGOs to practice outreach, to build and engage publics. In effect, states
and other governance bodies play a major role in whether NGOs act as
catalysts of, or as proxies for, the public sphere.

Before we turn to the argument more systematically, a few definitions
and clarifications of the terms used in this book are in order.

what are ngos?

There is no single widely shared definition of what constitutes an NGO.
Much like the term “civil society,” the NGO has been one of the moving
targets of social analysis in that it describes a phenomenon with unclear
boundaries, a multitude of self-proclaimed or associated actors, and an
equally hazy set of norms and tasks. Some hail NGOs as leading a “global
associational revolution” (Salamon 1993), whereas others see them as an
“unelected few” with the “potential to undermine the sovereignty of con-
stitutional democracies” (American Enterprise Institute 2003a). They are
perceived alternately as principal agents of a new “subpolitics” (Beck
2007), “wild cards” in politics (DeMars 2005), or as publicly unaccount-
able interest groups of the third millennium (Economist 2000).

The term “NGO” was first used in 1945 when the United Nations
made a distinction in its charter between the participation of intergovern-
mental agencies and non-government associated groups. UN provisions
cast a wide NGO net, basically registering every private body that was
independent from government control, not seeking public office, not oper-
ating for profit, and not a criminal organization (Willetts 2002). For the
UN, the U.S. Presbyterian Church is as much an NGO as the International
Transport Workers Federation or the Indian Society for Agribusiness Pro-
fessionals. It is important to point out that the UN did not discover a
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new species of civic actors, but in a constructivist manner categorized
and labeled a broad set of previously active associations. Moreover, this
constructivist labeling of the NGO sector was not restricted to truly
internationally operating organizations, as some definitions since have
suggested. It is a label that has been used to identify civic organizations
across the spectrum, from transnational to national, regional, and local
associations.

A number of alternative concepts have emerged since the 1950s. Some
authors distinguish between grassroots activism (on the local and regional
level) and the nongovernmental sector (on the national and international
level). Others find the merely negative lineage of NGOs (as in the “non-
state” concept) wanting and attempt to replace it with the encompassing
term “civil society organizations” (Salamon 1999; Berman 2001). In the
United States, the debate is dominated by the term “nonprofit” as opposed
to “nongovernmental,” which is reserved for the international sphere.
Others assert that the terms can be used interchangeably (Steinberg and
Powell 2006).6 Finally, much nonprofit research has been combined in
recent years under the header of a “third sector,” indicating a specific
societal place for NGOs that is different from, and lies between, the pub-
lic and the private sector or in between state, market, and family (Zimmer
2005).

I opt to retain the label “nongovernmental” organization for two rea-
sons – one related to functionality, the other to semantics. First, the term
“NGO” speaks more sensitively to the conflicts that this book explores
than the term “nonprofit” or “third sector.” The focus on the role of
NGOs in contributing to the public sphere and on the give and take
between government, institutional publics, and organizational voice is
best represented by a term that reflects government–civil society relations.
Second, the NGO label has global salience; it is used across Africa, Asia,
and Latin America just as much as in the new democracies of Central and
Eastern Europe.7 Because this book attempts to theorize a particular trait
of NGOs, I want it to travel well semantically.

6 Linguistic preference for the term “nonprofit” in the United States, as opposed to other
parts of the world, might be related to a tradition of economic and political liberalism
combined with a more general hesitancy to use, however negatively defined, government-
linked concepts.

7 It is noteworthy that on the local level, the label “NGO” or “grassroots NGO” is quite
common in the Global South, whereas local civil society organizations of the Global
North have long avoided the nongovernmental label in favor of terms such as “citizen
initiative,” “association,” or “civic group” (Roth 2005: 94). This is changing in recent
years, with local civic groups increasingly using the label “NGO” themselves as the sector
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Most definitions of the NGO sector enumerate certain shared charac-
teristics on which we can build. On the most basic level, NGOs (1) are
not related to government, (2) are not for profit, (3) are voluntary, and
(4) pursue activities for the common good instead of just for their mem-
bers. In broad terms, these activities can take the form of either providing
services or advocating public policy (see the definition in the Encyclopedia
Britannica8).

Based on this broad characterization, we can add more specific NGO
traits that inform both the empirical part and the theoretical argument
of this book.9 One, NGOs tend to operate at the intersection between
traditional, mostly nation-state, and institutionally bound politics and
newer forms of stronger identity-based, non-party-driven civic engage-
ment. Even though, in legal terms, NGOs must limit their political engage-
ment to what appears to be “nonpolitical” activities, they often engage in
a form of politics “outside and beyond the representative institutions of
the political system of nation-states” (Beck 1996: 18). Therefore the non-
governmental sector is credited with playing a central part in establishing
new geographies of political power at the intersection of civil society and
institutional politics. By publicly staying on the sidelines of institutional
political processes, NGOs might fuel a perception that Volker Heins
describes as “a certain aloofness from politics” (Heins 2008: 17). Yet this
public aloofness might be more strategically motivated than a de facto
unwillingness to engage in institutional advocacy. Second, NGOs have a
moral purpose that fuels their orientation toward problems and people
outside of their organization and thus distinguishes the sector’s rationale
from that of business and from a reality lens that focuses on profit or other
self-serving individualist motives. Third, NGOs can be nonterritorial in
the sense that they are ultimately not bound by nation-states, seek out
different engagements on multiple levels of society, and might act simulta-
neously locally and transnationally (Heins 2008: 19). Finally, NGOs often
act as public experts, distinguishing their activities from those of private

gains prominence and as funder rationales base grant making on specific traits associated
with NGOs (see Chapter 2).

8 Available at http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/759090/nongovernmental-
organization-NGO (accessed December 4, 2010).

9 This study’s evidence is mostly harvested from NGOs that engage in socially progressive
advocacy. It invites others to test the argument on NGOs with socially conservative or
religious values, as well as on those NGOs with stronger service-oriented profiles or on
corporate-sponsored NGOs.
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corporations. NGOs are focused on lending their expertise to a greater
public good.

In sum, this book treats an NGO as a voluntary not-for-profit orga-
nization that is bound legally to be nonpolitical but can engage in non-
institutional politics, that generates normative claims about a common
good, and that acts on these claims as a public expert in variously scaled
civic spaces. Again, this is not a normative statement, but an attempt to
capture the empirical NGO reality of the early 21st century.

the ngo boom

Although there is no accurate assessment of how many NGOs operate
from the local to the transnational level, the sector has expanded sub-
stantially in recent years. Between 1982 and 2006, the number of non-
profits in the United States almost doubled from 793,000 to 1,478,000
(Urban Institute 2006). In Germany, in the five years after unification –
from 1990 to 1995 – the number of registered associations jumped from
286,000 to about 450,000 (Anheier and Seibel 2001: 74). National sur-
veys have counted more than one million NGOs in India (Sooryamoor-
thy and Gangrade 2001), 359,000 registered NGOs in Russia (Skvortsova
2007), 55,000 in Poland (Garsztecki 2006), 570,000 in Germany in 2008
(DGVM 2007; Vereinsstatistik 2008), and 161,000 in Canada (Statistics
Canada 2005).10 NGOs are a thriving part of Western market economies,
making up 14.4 percent of the workforce in the Netherlands, 11.1 percent
in Canada, 9.8 percent in the United States, 6.3 percent in Australia, and
5.9 percent in Germany (Johns Hopkins Comparative Non-Profit Project
2000), although a more recent survey puts employment in the German
nonprofit sector as high as 9 percent (Stifterverband für die deutsche
Wissenschaft et al. 2011: 6).

The NGO boom in the international arena is also well documented.
Between 1994 and 2009, the number of NGOs registered with the UN
Economic and Social Council increased from 41 to 3,172 (UN ECOSOC
2009). Since the start of the new millennium, there has been more than
a threefold increase in the number of accredited NGOs registered with
ECOSOC. The Global Civil Society Yearbook 2004/5 counts 17,952

10 It should be noted that these figures reflect assessments of the overall nonprofit sector
and thus include organizations such as hospitals, colleges, unions, and others that in my
definition would not be considered to be proper NGOs. Only a few studies distinguish
between the overall nonprofit sector and the core nonprofit sector.
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headquarters of internationally operating NGOs (Anheier, Glasius, and
Kaldor 2004). The Yearbook of International Organizations for 2005/6
cites 51,509 internationally operating NGOs (Union of International
Organizations 2006).11

What has caused this explosion in organized civil society activity
worldwide? There is no single answer to this question: The growth of
NGOs has been influenced by political and social contexts, fields of
engagement, and scale. For example, assessments of the factors that drive
the NGO boom emphasize different conditions for India (economic liber-
alization and decentralization; Chandhoke 2003), France (the expansive
state; Levy 1999; Rosanvallon 2007), and Russia (political liberalization
and international donors; Maxwell 2006; Aksartova 2009). The narra-
tives of growth for environmental NGOs differ from those for NGOs
promoting the arts. They also vary depending on whether the focus is on
local, national, international, or transnational arenas. Because the field of
NGO studies reflects this “multifaceted view of NGOs” (Betsill and Corell
2008: 7), it is faced with the challenge of how to aggregate empirically
grounded findings into theoretical propositions that travel across geog-
raphy, discipline, and scale.12 Moreover, various subdisciplines in the
social sciences point to different roots of increases in civic activism, most
obvious in the varied answers that theories of social movements, gover-
nance, globalization, and communication have to offer. Early accounts
of the local and national civic organizing boom in Western societies since
the 1960s focused primarily on postmaterialist values of economically
affluent generations (Inglehart 1977). Since then, social and cultural
bottom-up explanations that interpret the rise of NGOs as a result of
increased levels of education and prosperity have taken a back seat to
social movement analyses and their focus on the rise of political opportu-
nity structures as the main predictor for activism (Tarrow 1998; McAdam
and Scott 2005). These more recent studies have identified organizational
dynamics, such as the professionalization of social movements and their

11 For an excellent overview of quantitative data on international NGOs, see Bloodgood
(2011).

12 Theory-building within the international relations literature, taking as its starting point
the global arenas of the United Nations, the European Union, the WTO, and others
in which NGOs have been awarded some participation rights (e.g., Nanz and Steffek
2004; Martens 2005; Locher 2006; Bexell et al. 2010; Steffek and Hahn 2010), at first
sight seems to have little in common with research that attempts to theorize NGOs in
the context of urban civil societies (i.e., Berry et al. 1993; Haus and Heinelt 2002). This
book, however, works off the proposition that public engagement can be a legitimizing
source for NGOs from the transnational to the local level.
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focus on identity politics (e.g., Staggenborg 1988; Edwards 2004; Roth
2005), as contributing to the expansion of the nongovernmental sector. In
more institution-focused research, specific organizing opportunities gen-
erated by liberal states (Walker 1991; Berry 1999) or neoliberal politics
(e.g., Fine and Rai 1997; Grant 2000) have gained traction to explain the
increase. In the global North, devolution and Thatcher-Reagan–inspired
externalization of state functions to civic sector organizations in partic-
ular provided incentives to form NGOs (Peterson 1992). Tony Blair’s
“Third Way” in Great Britain and Gerhard Schroeder’s reformed Social
Democracy in Germany formulated political programs that encouraged
the subsidiary activation of civic organizing not just as volunteer work but
also as a new professionalized civic commons. Kim Reimann shows how
the political opportunities for the sector have multiplied through extensive
state and foundation funding and that, in fact, “it is impossible to under-
stand the explosive growth of NGOs in the past several decades without
taking into account the ways in which states, international organizations,
and other structures have actively stimulated and promoted NGOs from
above” (Reimann 2006: 46). These changes took hold at all levels of
government; however, local and transnational political institutions in
particular have, while externalizing state or organization functions and
program tasks, provided space for nongovernmental organizations to
meet and provide input under the umbrella of formal governance bodies
(Alvarez 1999; Reimann 2006; Steffek and Hahn 2010).

Finally, engagement and communication patterns among baby boom-
ers have changed in ways that favor NGOs over political parties and
traditional interest groups while exposing more fluid, single-issue, and
networked mobilization patterns (Lipschutz 1996; Bennett 1998, 2004;
Bimber 2003; Flanagin and Stohl 2009). The majority of post-1960s
NGOs seem to be better positioned to feed off, and in turn charge,
these different social engagement patterns than traditional interest groups
(Skocpol 1999a). Yet, although the sector grows in size and seems to gain
legitimacy as a major influence on political decision-making processes,
governments or governance institutions do not always or unequivocally
like the guests that they have invited to the table.

ngo tropes

The stories that make the headlines tend to zoom in on the adversarial
role of NGOs vis-à-vis governments. Here are some snapshots of how
contentious NGO–government relations appear to be across the globe:
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In Australia, the Howard government instituted a “gag clause” that
prevented NGOs that received government funding from discussing their
programs without prior government approval (Edgar 2008). In 2008, the
successor government reinstituted freedom of speech for the NGO sector.

In Ethiopia, the Civil Society Organization Law of 2009 prohibited
any domestic NGO that received more than 10 percent of its funding
from abroad from engaging in activities related to “the advancement of
human and democratic rights . . . the promotion of the equality of nations,
nationalities and peoples and that of gender and religion . . . the promo-
tion of the rights of the disabled and children’s rights” (Articles 2 and
14(5); International Center for Not-For-Profit Law 2009: 2).

In Russia, under President Putin, a new NGO law took effect in 2006
that set strict terms for registration and for the acceptance of funds from
foreign donors. An NGO may be denied registration, for example, if its
activities are deemed to be a threat to Russia’s “sovereignty,” its “unique
character, or cultural heritage” or if it offends the “national or religious
feelings of citizens” (Maxwell 2006: 253ff).

In the European Parliament, the European Commission faced criticism
for funding NGOs that are critical of neoliberal politics, such as Attac.
That NGO had received the comparatively minuscule amount of about
60,000 Euros from Brussels between 2001 and 2003 (Klas 2005). Eco-
nomically liberal Parliament members asked the Commission to withdraw
funding from Attac.

In the United States, Greenpeace struck a deal with the U.S. government
after 14 of its members faced felony conspiracy charges for disrupting a
test of the antimissile defense system. Prosecutors acquired a legal promise
from the NGO not to hold protests at or trespass on military property for
the next five years, and Greenpeace agreed to pay $150,000 in fines to
the government (Agence France-Press 2002; “National Briefing” 2002).

Many of today’s big news stories signal conflict rather than partnership
between NGOs and governments. Not only authoritarian states and man-
aged democracies but also liberal political systems seem to be challenged
by the increasing power of NGOs. In an attempt to portray and under-
stand this uneasy relationship, news reports often rely on two tropes that
have become iconic from the revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe
to the resistance movements in Latin America and the Anti-Apartheid
movement in South Africa: (1) the struggle of David against Goliath and
(2) the image of NGO-based counterpublics.

The media invoke the “David and Goliath” trope by portraying NGOs
as often resource poor and marginalized, but vocal public defenders of
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human rights, democratic ideals, and economic and political equality.
Governments, by contrast, are sketched as – at best – powerful regulators
and – at worst – as relentless opponents of the nongovernmental sec-
tor. This narrative pits political power giants against the aspirations of
marginal groups – well-armored state actors against inventive challengers
with fewer resources and only a few stones in a sling. However, the rela-
tionship between NGOs and governments is more complicated than the
David and Goliath narrative suggests.

What if David and Goliath simply live a marriage of convenience?
What if they are actually involved in a somewhat symbiotic relationship?
By all accounts, the conflict-ridden news stories of government–NGO
relations that dominate the press are not the norm, but the exception:
More narratives fit the relationship pattern of co-dependency among
unequals. When NGOs sit at institutional tables, there is a reciprocal
bestowing of legitimacy. In addition to depending on segments of the
NGO sector to provide services and perform consultative roles, govern-
ments increasingly rely on NGOs for channeling citizen voice and ulti-
mately for legitimizing state action. NGOs give organizational structure
to a fragmented, individualized citizenry that seems tired of “politics as
usual” and shows stronger affinity for NGO causes than for ideological
party alignments. Many NGOs thus are willing interlocutors of govern-
ment, however vaguely “representing” civil society. NGOs, in turn, are
rewarded for establishing and preserving positive ties with government.
The rewards tend to come in legal, economic, and political currency.
NGOs depend on states for legal protection and often also for fund-
ing, as well as for access to institutional advocacy forums and influence-
generating contexts. The ties that bind NGOs and governments thus call
for closer inspection.

Whereas the David and Goliath trope has recently begun to receive
some critical attention (Warleigh 2001; Berry and Arons 2003; DeMars
2005; Heins 2008; among others), a second and related trope has been less
explored: It is the narrative that constructs NGOs as the center of vibrant
counterpublics. The “counterpublic” trope portrays NGOs as active cat-
alysts of civil society and as committed public actors, organizing their
supporters and using media-savvy repertoires for the purpose of commu-
nicating concerns of marginalized constituencies. We all have images of
such counterpublics in our minds: We might think of Greenpeace activists
in their small lifeboats circling around Japanese whaling trawlers, trying
to obstruct their activities. We might recall MomsRising.org covering the
lawn in front of the Washington Capitol with two miles of clothesline
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full of “onesies” advocating for paid sick days. We might remember the
worldwide demonstrations against the Iraq War on February 15, 2003,
when a broad coalition of organizations mobilized 36 million people to
attend antiwar rallies.

This counterpublic trope is prominent in policy circles that perceive
NGOs as representatives of concerned citizens and as alternative voices
to mass-mediated opinion formation. It is cultivated by NGO staff and
advocates who claim that giving public voice to institutionally underrep-
resented causes legitimizes their organizations. And it is reinforced by
scholarly work that credits civic engagement with stimulating the pub-
lic and political voice of underrepresented constituencies (e.g., Asen and
Brouwer 2001). NGOs have become shorthand for vibrant civic voice.
Again, the analysis in this book complicates this trope. If the number of
NGOs is rising globally and if individuals’ options to become involved
and exercise citizenship have multiplied with the help of a diverse non-
governmental sector, why do so many citizens feel detached from public
life and politics? Do NGOs do a good job in aggregating citizen voice
and producing alternatives to dominant publics?

Closer empirical inspection reveals that NGOs are not sui generis
boosters of public voice. Some do not practice advocacy at all and are
committed exclusively to providing services. These NGOs play only a
marginal role in this book. Yet even NGOs with an explicit advocacy
mission might lack the commitment to mobilize their constituents and
practice outreach. My argument is that advocacy organizations in today’s
world of NGOs are prone to prioritizing institutional over public venues
in order to influence their environment. As one of my interviewees suc-
cinctly put it, “We don’t need a public to be effective” (EWL 2007a; see
Appendix 2). Are NGOs then just another reiteration of special interests,
the embodiment of a new class of lobbyists of the 21st century? Is the sec-
tor in danger of producing organized advocates without incubating and
engaging wider publics? What does it take to actually strengthen public
voice?

theorizing voice and advocacy

“Voice” is probably one of the most common and least theorized concepts
in the social sciences.13 It is generally associated with Albert Hirschman’s

13 This is not to say that the concept of “voice” is absent from social science inquiries. Quite
the contrary: In democratic theories and empirical analyses, for example, it is present
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(1970) analysis of political and economic responses to the decline of
organizations or political systems. Confronted with the alternatives of
“exit” or “voice,” people make conscious choices by exercising either
their voice option or by deciding to leave. Voice in Hirschman’s theory is
“any attempt at all to change, rather than escape from, an objectionable
state of affairs” (Hirschman 1970: 30). Being vocal means “speaking up”
versus “letting go” and, in political terms, choosing active intervention
and public communication over silent dissociation from political conflicts.

Representative democracies, in theory, offer numerous opportunities
for citizens to speak up and intervene in political affairs; we can for
example vote, write petitions, contact our representatives, and attend
public meetings. Yet engaging in these activities is often like participat-
ing in a silent auction: The event itself is public, but communication
and voice are minimized. Most formal ways of participation in political
affairs are individualized, almost private, acts. Theories of deliberative
and participatory democracy challenge this anorexic vision of political
citizenship and propose alternative ways to generate citizen voice. It is
in this context that James Fishkin (1997) spreads the idea of deliberative
polling and that John Gastil (2008) explores citizen voice as processes
of public deliberation. Participatory theorists, in their critique of rep-
resentative and, to some degree, deliberative solutions to citizen voice,
emphasize that social marginalization is often reproduced even in engi-
neered deliberations and that underrepresented constituencies might need
alternative venues and forms to speak up. They focus on the substantive
inclusion of different groups, rather than on procedural acts of molding
their different voices into one (i.e., Young 2001). Deliberative and partici-
patory theories have concluded that settings for activating public voice are
not naturally engrained in representative democracies, but instead have
to be engineered in ways that go beyond liberal democracy’s “default”
settings. The concept of voice suggests speaking and taking positions
in public. It suggests communication, interaction, and debate, whereas
participation might not necessarily have such an overtly communicative
and public face. Therefore, this book focuses on voice rather than on
participation.

in a number of proxies that range from participation or influence to more narrowly
defined stand-ins such as voting or protest. I argue here that the concept of “voice” has a
rightful place next to these more directed and purposeful forms of expression, because it
allows us to see acts of communication that have a lower purpose and effect threshold,
but nevertheless are public expressions of citizens who care about issues. An example of
such citizen voice would be constituency input on an NGO-initiated blog.



20 NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere

Yet often in the social sciences, voice is simply equated with partici-
pation (e.g., Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995). When we cast a vote,
we voice our electoral preferences. When we sign a petition, we voice
our concern. When we become members of the Sierra Club, we voice
support for environmental issues.14 Citizens thus seem to have culturally
engrained and “civic duty” proven ways to assert voice, and we are used
to exercising citizenship within a “dutiful citizen” model (Bennett 2008).
Yet there is mounting evidence that the dutiful citizen voice has lost some
of its appeal. In most Western societies, voter turnout is declining. Polit-
ical parties as historical catalysts of voter choice are losing members and
credibility. Membership-based interest group organizations are experi-
encing recruitment problems (Skocpol 1999a; Putnam 2001). There is a
clear trend away from established venues of civic duty and toward more
individualized and personalized expression of voice (Bennett 1998; Delli
Carpini 2004; Zukin et al. 2006), driven by “the presence of multiple par-
ticipatory styles, in which the relationships between individuals’ attitudes
or characteristics and their involvement varies across people” (Bimber,
Flanagin, and Stohl 2012: 33).

More personalized styles of communication also produce different
messages. In general, people seem to be more comfortable with asserting
the personal rather than the social dimension of needs, illustrating what
Hannah Pitkin has termed the difference between “I want” and “I am
entitled to” (Pitkin 1981: 347). Personal grievances make for a better
public narrative than investigations of the social and political context in
which they occur. Media like to disseminate and viewers or readers like
to consume so-called authentic stories that feature the personally affected
rather than the politically committed citizen. As a result, Nina Eliasoph
finds, citizens tend to avoid publicly minded debate and instead have
learned to speak about entitlement more in privatized, or what Goffman
has termed “backstage” arenas (Goffman 1959; Eliasoph 1998).

This is where the nongovernmental sector comes in. Even though
most NGOs today are not traditional membership associations, the
sector’s self-image is based on speaking up for collective entitlements.

14 Casting such a wide and formal participation net, Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman,
and Henry Brady in their 1995 study on “Voice and Equality” reached the conclusion
that altogether, in the United States “only a very small portion of the public, 5 percent”
could be deemed as “totally inactive” (Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995: 83). Yet
from a perspective that emphasizes the shortcomings of citizens’ engagement in public
life, it is doubtful to what degree the measured activities are adequate proxies for citizen
voice.
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The women’s NGO that pushes for transparency of the ingredients in
cosmetics, the fair trade NGO that rallies consumers around buying cof-
fee directly from small producers, or the environmental NGO that mobi-
lizes against genetically modified food all act not simply on the grounds
of “we want,” but on the grounds of “we as citizens are entitled to” or
“the citizens we represent are entitled to.” As discussed earlier, NGOs
advance normative claims toward a common good and act on these claims
as public experts. Thus they are well positioned to generate, moderate,
and synthesize “frontstage” public debate and to articulate and repre-
sent social grievances and entitlements to political institutions. In other
words, they can produce or enhance the collective voice of their – real
or imagined – constituents and amplify it into organizational voice in the
public arena.

What do we know about how this organizational voice is being gen-
erated? Debra Minkoff and John McCarthy have provided an excellent
overview of existing research on the organizational dimensions in social
movement organizations and argue that much of this work has “devel-
oped independently from organizational theory” (Minkoff and McCarthy
2010: 291). Most studies, moreover, focus on organization ecology and
its impact on organizational decision making, with little attention being
given to how the environment influences an organization’s public voice.
Organization theories, if they address voice at all, tend to focus more on
internal processes of speaking up than on the public voice of an organi-
zation. They construct voice as “the practices and structures that affect
who can speak, when, and in what way” within an organization (Putnam,
Phillips, and Chapman 2006: 389). Questions of external communication
tend to be examined as “PR” activities, aimed at the marketing of mes-
sages. Yet NGO voice is more than a collection of press releases and
staged PR events. Kenneth T. Andrews and colleagues recently argued
that “civic associations provide a key mechanism through which citizens
exercise voice by combining together to make claims in the public arena”
(Andrews et al. 2010: 1196).15 Whether and in which contexts NGOs
speak up tells us something about their role in the public sphere. Whom
they publicly address, how they organize dialogue and engagement of

15 In contrast to the approach presented here, though, Andrews et al. equate voice with
recognition, resulting in voice being operationalized as the extent to which “leaders are
called upon by the authorities, the media, and the public for their support, resources, or
information” (Andrews et al. 2010: 1208). Although voice and recognition are clearly
related, not all voices are recognized equally by dominant institutions. Frequently, civic
voices are being ignored or marginalized by dominant media and/or authorities.
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constituents, and to what degree they are open to broad citizen input are
all indicators of their capacity to nurture publics.

Whereas voice refers to speaking up in an undirected and general
sense, advocacy means employing purposefully directed and instrumen-
tal voice. In advocacy, NGOs use voice with a specific intention and
target in mind. In the broadest terms, any attempt to influence political
decisions on behalf of an imagined or organized community can be termed
advocacy. Some scholars distinguish between “rights-based” advocacy
and “civic” advocacy (Boris and Mosher-Williams 1998) or between
“political” advocacy that is directed at political institutions and “social”
advocacy that tries to influence public opinion (Jenkins 2006: 309).
Although these distinctions capture a vital difference in the location, direc-
tion, and targets of advocacy, I submit that we would be hard pressed
to call some civic advocacy contexts, such as the civil rights movement,
not rights-based or all public opinion campaigns non-political. These dis-
tinctions reflect a traditionally narrow way of understanding politics, in
which what we see as political shrinks to the confines of government.
However, many NGO campaigns today combine political and social
advocacy; they expose institutional as well as civic features. To char-
acterize these campaigns as nonpolitical is to dismiss the public sphere as
a nonpolitical space of influence and the mobilization of constituents as a
pre-political act.

This book suggests a different way to look at advocacy, one that distin-
guishes not between political and social vectors of influence, but instead
focuses empirically on distinctive advocacy strategies and tools used to
reach an intended outcome. The two modes of advocacy that best capture
the role of NGOs in the public sphere are institutional and public advo-
cacy. Institutional and public advocacy stand for different ways to seek
influence, different repertoires of action, and different communication
practices (see Fig. 1.1).

Institutional advocacy is the attempt to influence decision making by
gaining some degree of insider status in institutions or in organizations
that initiate, prepare, legislate, or execute policy change. Institutional
advocacy strategies are primarily tailored to secure access to, and build
relationships within, a given governance body or arena. NGOs might
try to gain legitimacy by providing expertise, or they might build on a
reputation of being effective project implementers to gain institutional
leverage. The aim is to work constructively inside institutions to achieve
policy success. Primary communication practices are the sharing of expert
knowledge, insider debate, and lobbying.
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figure 1.1. Public Advocacy and Institutional Advocacy. Source: Model adapted
with modifications from Pettigrew 1990 and Dechalert 1999.

Public advocacy, by contrast, attempts to achieve policy success by
engaging broader publics and, at its most effective, actively stimulating
citizen voice and engagement in the process. In its “thick” mode, public
advocacy means employing strategies that allow for interactive commu-
nication with citizens. NGOs practicing public advocacy thus tailor their
communication toward mobilizing, synthesizing, and amplifying citizen
voices. In its more information-oriented “thinner” mode, public advocacy
might mean utilizing public space by putting up a billboard or running
an ad asking citizens to sign on to a predefined campaign or to join a
single public event. Overall, public advocacy strategies are less driven by
the attempt to gain insider status and more by a focus on outreach and
on ways to organize and activate publics.

Institutional and public advocacy are not incompatible strategies to
achieve policy change. In fact, NGOs might use both modes in different
stages of a project or campaign or even at the same time. Institutional
advocacy may gain more leverage if institutions perceive the NGOs as
having the strong potential to engage in public campaigns and to have
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broad, actively supportive constituencies. In turn, public advocacy reper-
toires, such as campaigns or protests, can be more effective if, at the
same time, lines of institutional communication are being established and
held open. Optimizing insider/outsider navigation can be essential for
successful NGO advocacy.

However, engaging in parallel insider/outsider advocacy also presents
challenges for NGOs. In addition to having obvious limitations in terms
of resources, competencies, and legal restrictions, NGOs might be faced
with governance conditions that actively discourage or more subtly dis-
incentivize public advocacy. Research on state–NGO relations indicates
that invitations to sit at the table are most likely extended to NGOs whose
message is in broad accordance with government agendas (Brinkerhoff
and Brinkerhoff 2002: 12ff.). NGOs with contentious or radical agen-
das, by contrast, are invited less often to the table. Compounding this
institutional selectivity of who gets to be included is the fact that most
governance bodies exhibit an informal code of conduct. NGOs thus might
need to adapt to a specific institutional habitus in order to gain accep-
tance and trust in a specific governance context. This informal code of
conduct in turn might diminish an NGO’s willingness to advocate for
specific politics through advocacy involving public contestation and citi-
zen engagement. Governance conditions therefore are key to an NGO’s
commitment to public advocacy and engagement; they can influence the
degree to which NGOs utilize institutional or public advocacy strategies
or a combination to achieve policy success.

bringing governance in

Governance prioritizes process over conventional hierarchy and com-
municative over authoritative power. In its narrow sense, governance
indicates the departure from a traditional government perspective by
highlighting the arena in which governments network and cooperate
with business and civil society. Or it can mean, in a broader sense,
any kind of management of interdependent actors in which state institu-
tions have become one player among many (Mayntz 1998; Blumenthal
2005). Throughout this book I employ the narrow use of the concept, in
which governance stands for “a broader, more inclusive and encompass-
ing process of coordination than the conventional view of government”
(Peters and Pierre 2004: 77). This definition points to an increased role of
NGOs in generating and implementing policy, as well as in communicat-
ing policy in and with civil society (i.e., Warleigh 2001; Edwards 2004;
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Boris and Steuerle 2006; Joachim 2007; Heins 2008). NGOs can be
included in coordination processes in different ways, and governments
still almost exclusively define the arenas and contexts in which they engage
with nonstate actors. An “encompassing process of coordination” (Peters
and Pierre 2004: 77) with NGOs can mean different things. It might mean
being asked to contribute a five-minute statement in a hearing; it might
entail providing continuous and extensive expertise over time; NGOs
might help write legislation, implement policy, or organize dialogue with
civil society. In short, governance contexts do not have to create sub-
stantially more advocacy chances for NGOs during these coordination
processes (i.e., Smismans 2006b), but in principle they can.

Moreover, with the expansion of policy arenas since the 1960s –
horizontally for example in the fields of social justice and the environ-
ment, and vertically with the rising influence of international organi-
zations – governments have increasingly become dependent on policy
expertise residing within the NGO sector and thus have been com-
pelled to establish coordination and communication venues. As late as
the mid-20th century, governments did not have environmental agen-
cies, women’s policy units, or antidiscrimination offices. Neither did the
European Union or the United Nations engage in the elaborate civil soci-
ety consultations that they organize today. Now, when the European
Union asks for civil society input, it calls on European NGOs to be that
civil society and to provide aggregate assessments of what European citi-
zens think about an issue. When the United Nations organizes civil soci-
ety consultations, its main representatives are NGOs. Accepting NGOs
as democratic partners is a requirement for states that have joined the
Agenda 21 process.16 In fact, chapter 27 of the Agenda Charter demands
that governments take measures to “establish or enhance an existing dia-
logue with non-governmental organizations and their self-organized net-
works. . . . [and] encourage and enable partnership and dialogue between
local non-governmental organizations and local authorities in activities
aimed at sustainable development” (United Nations 1992).

Inclusion of NGOs in governance is not confined to transnational
and national arenas. In fact, the most vibrant and diverse governance
arenas might be found in urban contexts where NGOs interact with
government not only to secure funds and provide services but also to

16 Agenda 21 was launched by the UN Environment Program and adopted in Rio in 1992.
It is to date the most comprehensive global plan for sustainable development and has
been signed by 178 governments.
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organize community involvement (i.e., Berry and Arons 1993; Duncan
and Thomas 2000; Haus and Heinelt 2005; see also Chapter 5). NGOs
thus can be spotted as participants in City Hall hearings and in regional
development councils. However, as in other arenas, there is no guarantee
that local governance actually fosters substantially more involvement of
civil society actors. As we explore in Chapter 5, governance can also
mean consultative arrangements with a small number of privileged insider
NGOs at the expense of the vast majority of local civil society actors.
Local governance can take place in contexts with set rules and ultimately
rely on pro forma symbolic inclusion processes. Yet, on the other hand,
local governance arenas can enable NGOs to become public advocates
and practice citizen engagement.

To sum up, governance is certainly no panacea for generating stronger
NGO publics. Although government rationales for inviting NGOs to
the table vary just as much as NGOs’ reasons to sit down at it, one
shared interest is to gain legitimacy by representing interested and affected
publics. NGOs that are included in governance may function as catalysts
of the voices of these publics. This book investigates the validity of such
claims.

The cases presented later will advance the following propositions
on how governance modes might influence the degree to which NGOs
employ public advocacy. NGOs tend to incubate, engage with, and mobi-
lize publics most frequently under two governance conditions.

First, and this is the condition we are most familiar with, NGOs often
choose to rely on public advocacy if they are shut out of, or are strongly
marginalized in, a specific high-stake governance arena. If they are denied
insider status, NGOs might use public advocacy to increase pressure
and have their voice heard. Social movement research has built on this
paradigm, arguing that a central condition for the emergence of social
movements is exclusion from decision-making processes and lack of voice
(Tarrow 2005). Likewise, research on transnational advocacy networks
suggests that protest mobilization, most often organized by NGOs, occurs
across borders if direct access to national decision makers is blocked (Keck
and Sikkink 1998). In these cases, it is the institutional outsider status
that generates public voice.17

The second condition, which is less researched and acknowledged, is
that NGOs can focus on generating publics if and when governments

17 This is not to dismiss the fact that some NGOs build their reputation almost exclusively
on their outsider status, in which case outreach to and mobilization of publics become
a general advocacy strategy, as in the case of Greenpeace.
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encourage them to do so. Specific governance modes, more than others,
actively enable NGOs to generate public voice. This condition might be
perceived as running counter to most liberal theorists’ claims that one
imperative of a healthy civil society is its distance from government. It
might sound equally suspicious to scholars who advance the Foucauldian
governmentality paradigm or older regulation school theories. Both, for
different and valid reasons, are wary of governments’ efforts to strengthen
dialogue with civil society and more inclusive decision making.18 I submit
that the capacity of NGOs becoming stronger public advocates lies neither
with individual actors, organizations, nor the state alone. It lies squarely
in between these forces, but government is at this point the most under-
estimated promoter, and therefore the least politically targeted motor of
this kind of civic renewal.

Yet both these conditions – complete exclusion from institutional
venues and active enabling of public voice by governments – are outliers
in the overall advocacy topography of late modern societies. Although
state actors might accept NGOs at the table, many have little interest in
helping NGOs generate public voice. For NGOs, in turn, institutional
advocacy has fewer opportunity costs than the mobilization of publics.
As a result, public voice of the NGO sector is overestimated and NGOs
perform as “proxy publics”: In lieu of actually engaging their broader
constituencies, the organizations themselves have become stand-ins for
citizen participation and public outreach. This might look like a win-win
arrangement for both governments and NGOs, but it is a losing proposi-
tion for the strengthening of late modern democracy and its publics.

cases and data
Empirical studies of NGO-driven mobilization tend to focus on promi-
nent, publicly visible, and mostly successful campaigns in the interna-
tional arena, such as the Greenpeace Brent Spar campaign, the ban
on landmines, and the WTO protests, or on abortion laws or migrant
rights in national contexts. Yet doing so risks turning NGO public sphere

18 Most liberal theory builds on the idea of the separation of civil society and the state to
safeguard against state intrusion into spheres of free speech and unhampered associations
(see also Chapter 2). Governmentality theories, by contrast, assume that governance is
just another “rationale for the practice of political rule” within the hegemonic state
(Sending and Neumann 2006; also Lipschutz and Rowe 2005). This book advances a
perspective in which certain safeguards against government overreach into civil society
are just as necessary as the critical inspection of governance accounts in which the state
is considered just one more stakeholder among others and state power has seemingly
evaporated within governance.
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effects into mere artifacts of peak campaign events. Extrapolating NGO
advocacy from these peak moments might limit our understanding of
the overall dynamics of NGO communication and action in the public
sphere. Instead, the cases that drive and illustrate the argument presented
here are drawn from unspectacular places during unspectacular times.
They provide insights into routinized NGO action and into the chal-
lenges of generating public voice and contributing to the public sphere in
a comparative perspective. The study combines deductive and inductive
as well as quantitative and qualitative methods to capture NGO voice. In
Chapters 2–4, the more conceptual and deductive chapters, the hypothe-
ses and theoretical claims are laid out with references to a broad range of
evidence and examples drawn from already available research. Chapters
5 and 6 are painted with a thicker empirical brush: The NGO territory
explored there with illustrative case studies spans three polities and ranges
in size from the local to the transnational. Germany, the European Union,
and the United States provide the core of the data.

Germany and the United States each have strong traditions in
theory-building on civil society, fueled by Hegel, Jefferson, as well as
Tocqueville’s French perspective on democracy in America. Both have
historically vibrant, yet very differently structured associational cultures.
In Germany, for most of the 20th century, a limited number of primarily
state-supported NGOs were cornerstones of an organizationally strong,
yet also stagnant civic sector (Anheier and Seibel 2001). In the United
States, by contrast, we encounter a multilayered, rather ubiquitous civic
landscape with a wide array of organizational diversity and a public/
private mix of funding sources (Skocpol 1999a). Although this statist-
pluralist distinction might invite immediate conclusions to the effect that
the polyarchic structure of American governance and its more diverse
funding sources allow for a stronger NGO role in serving as a catalyst for
public voice, this study does not support the state-centered versus pluralist
argument. Instead, the findings presented later suggest that the influence
of national political cultures is less an independent than an intervening
variable. The explanations for whether NGOs function as catalyst or
proxy for a vibrant public sphere instead point toward more fine-grained
institutional, political, and communicative relationships between govern-
ments and NGOs that seem to cut across broad system types such as the
corporatist–pluralist one.

A second reason for employing data from Germany, the United States,
and the EU is that all three polities have federalized or multilevel gover-
nance structures. Multilevel governance has become increasingly central
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to the nongovernmental sector’s operations, forcing NGOs to engage with
and adapt to different layers of power, yet also opening up strategic space
for advocacy on multiple levels (Risse 2001; Khagram et al. 2002). As
NGOs and their networks learn to act on multiple levels of governance,
advocacy success might be the result of having created a boomerang (Keck
and Sikkink 1998) or ping-pong effect (Zippel 2006), in which several
arenas or levels of governance are involved. In Germany, for example,
local NGOs have employed European Union directives to bring about
policy change in municipalities. NGOs also operate with mixed funding
from city, state, and national agencies, as well as the European Union;
transnational NGOs and their networks in Brussels, in turn, cooper-
ate with regional or national NGOs (Warleigh 2001; Haus and Heinelt
2002). Studying NGO voice within these multilevel governance struc-
tures highlights how differently scaled government–NGO relations invite
or regulate advocacy.

I do not claim to cover all NGO advocacy in these three polities.
Instead, this book presents an empirical border investigation. It examines
NGO advocacy and its public engagement effects at their organizational
margins: in the small arena of local advocacy, as well as in its largest
form on the transnational level. The study emphasizes local and transna-
tional modes of NGO advocacy because both local and transnational civil
societies have in recent years been identified as the most promising sites
for reinvigorated publics based on innovative strategies to engage citi-
zens in public deliberation and advocacy (Sirianni and Friedland 2001;
Warkentin 2001; Kaldor 2003b; Keane 2003; Nanz 2006). The local level
provides highly textured evidence of the role of NGOs as public advo-
cates and, moreover, is commonly perceived as the most fertile ground
for studying dynamic environments for civic engagement and political
participation (cf. Dahl and the pluralist tradition through Putnam). The
transnational level has gained attention for providing NGOs with means
to circumvent nonresponsive national governments (Keck and Sikkink
1998) and to enhance their public visibility through association with
international institutions. Transnational NGOs are considered to be the
seeds of global civil society (Kaldor 2003b). Many national NGOs in
Europe and the United States, in contrast, suffer from bureaucratization
and from the effects of being close to power centers and having turned
into prime lobbying businesses. As a consequence, most of these national
“advocates without members” (Skocpol 1999a, 2003) are less prone to
employ innovative forms of civic and public communication (Anheier
and Seibel 2001). In cases where national NGOs have developed more
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citizen-oriented forms of advocacy, they tend to cooperate with local
NGOs (Skocpol 2003). In short, at this point it is local and transna-
tional NGOs that provide the most stimulating cases for researching NGO
voice.

Specific case selection within local and transnational NGO advocacy
was determined by a “best fit” model based on two assumptions: One,
that NGOs’ public advocacy is more salient in issue areas with long-
standing politicization, and, two, that it is stronger in issue areas with his-
torically strong associational cultures. Thus NGOs would be most likely
to emphasize being catalysts of public voice in policy fields where citizen
voice is traditionally strong. I identified urban development and gender
as two policy arenas that fit this mold: Both are characterized histori-
cally by a substantial NGO presence and by engaged and publicly vocal
constituents.

The first case study investigates arenas of public voice of the non-
governmental sector in urban development in three U.S. and three German
cities: San Diego, Oakland, and Seattle in the United States and Leipzig,
Berlin, and Bremen in Germany. These cities were selected to represent,
in a comparative perspective, cities with differing strengths of social cap-
ital or civic engagement,19 thus addressing claims that NGOs might dis-
play stronger public advocacy in cities with higher social capital and
that in effect, social capital is the prime independent variable in ana-
lyzing NGO advocacy. Within each city, I identified one or two “hot”
urban development issues according to criteria that are explained in more
detail in Chapter 5. Institutional and public advocacy efforts by local
NGOs regarding these issues formed the starting point for 60 inter-
views with NGO, government, and media representatives in these six
cities. In the course of follow-up sessions, questions were broadened to
include NGOs’ role in civil society, their engagement with and means
of advocacy, and their interactions with government more generally.
I met some interviewees several times in roughly two-year intervals,
and others I followed up with phone interviews, thus enabling me to
gauge changes in advocacy over time. Although the interviewees were
granted anonymity, their general affiliations are identified in Appendix 1.
I collected the data between 2000 and 2007. The interviews were con-
ducted using a semi-open format, transcribed, and analyzed. Additionally,

19 For the American cases, quantitative social capital measures were retrieved from Robert
Putnam’s community survey (Putnam 2002). Such data are not available for Germany.
Initial civic engagement assessments for the German cities relied on reports from the
Bertelsmann Foundations’ Civic Engagement Project CIVITAS, as well as on expert
interviews (Bertelsmann 2000).
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during several visits to each city, I observed meetings and events; over
time I collected printed and online materials, and followed newsletters
and blogs to assess to what degree and with what kinds of strategies
NGOs practiced advocacy.

The second case investigates transnational women’s NGO advocacy in
the European Union. Again, the task was to examine the push and pull
factors that influence the practices of public engagement and advocacy.
I identified five transnational NGO networks in different policy arenas
according to size and representativeness and then assembled three data
sets. The first set consists of interviews with directors/board represen-
tatives and members of the networks. The interviews were structured
(1) to gauge strategies to influence frames, policies, and practices and
(2) to examine the availability and use of specific resources and tools for
outreach and advocacy. I conducted interviews between 2005 and 2008
at two nodes of the networks: with representatives of the central network
structure and of member NGOs in Germany, the United Kingdom, and
in Poland. The second set of data uses the networks’ web presence to
investigate how women’s NGOs and their networks present their advo-
cacy work via the web and to what degree they utilize web-based tools
for public engagement and advocacy. This data set reflects the fact that
the web has developed into a fast and low-cost communication tool for
strategic action among civic groups (Castells and Cardoso 2006). Because
these five NGO networks span multiple European cultures and languages,
their websites serve as central and widely accessible focal points for joint
discursive frames and collective action.

The third set of data in Chapter 6 consists of network maps generated
by the Issue Crawler software developed by Richard Rogers from the
University of Amsterdam. The Issue Crawler maps the links among web-
sites and thus provides heuristic evidence of networking activities such
as joint agendas, projects, or mere informational exchange relationships.
This network tool can be used to assess relative networking strength and
gauge the capacity to engage in joint public advocacy. More detail on
methods is provided in Chapters 5 and 6 and in the appendices.

I cannot claim to do justice to the empirical variety of NGOs in both
countries, in the six cities I compare, or in the civil society arenas of
the European Union. Laws, political institutions, governance arrange-
ments, and engrained communication cultures in each locality, country,
or supranational arena necessarily differ. Nevertheless, by identifying rel-
evant factors that define NGOs’ advocacy capacity in different countries
and on different governance levels, my intention is to contribute to a
meso-level theory about the role of NGOs as incubators of publics in late
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modern democracy. I hope that others will test this proposition in other
empirical contexts.

how the book proceeds

The starting point in the next chapter is an exploration of theories of civil
society. The intent is to capture how dominant theories conceptualize –
or ignore – the public sphere. Building on a critical reading of Jürgen
Habermas’s work, the focus is to introduce dimensions of the public
sphere and, more specifically, of organizational voice and advocacy into
civil society theories. In Chapter 3 I explore the idea that civil society’s
primary mode of organization in the 21st century is found in the
expanding nongovernmental sector. I argue that civil society is becoming
“NGOized” and that NGOization has implications for voice and advo-
cacy. This chapter also engages with a commonly held assumption that a
large NGOized civil society produces a vibrant civic culture and strength-
ens public communication and participatory democracy. Chapter 4 then
focuses on the governance conditions in which NGOs operate, the institu-
tional constraints they confront, and some successful attempts to practice
public advocacy in conjunction with government assistance. Of particular
interest here are legal constraints that NGOs face when practicing public
advocacy, the insider-outsider dynamics of “speaking up,” and percep-
tions of NGOs as proxy publics. This theoretical framework is then tested
in Chapters 5 and 6. Chapter 5 addresses the question of what enables
NGOs to engage in public advocacy in urban publics in the United States
and Germany. In Chapter 6, I turn from the local to the transnational
level and assess women’s NGOs’ transnational activism in the European
Union. Finally, the conclusion summarizes my argument that across a
broad spectrum of cases NGOs today serve more as proxy publics than
as catalysts of public voice. Yet, and this marks the “light at the end of
the tunnel,” by the end of this book I will also have identified conditions
that enable NGOs to strengthen their function as incubators for public
engagement and advocacy. In more theoretical terms, I argue that the
performance of civil society as a public sphere depends significantly on
institutionalized regulatory frameworks and cultures of governance. As
Charles Tilly recently put it, “We should doubt that associations as such
hold the key to democratic participation. Instead, we should recognize
that the forms of relations between trust networks and public politics
matter deeply” (Tilly 2007: 94).
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Civil Society as a Public Sphere

[The social scientist’s] aim is to help build and to strengthen self-cultivating
publics.

C. Wright Mills (1959: 186)

Civil society may be to 21st-century democracies what political parties
were to an earlier era: a litmus test for organized citizen voice and partic-
ipation (Cohen and Arato 1992; Keane 1998; Kaldor 2003a). A vibrant
civic sphere, we assume, fosters social and cultural integration and facil-
itates engagement with a polity. As a result, “strengthening civil society”
has become a formula for democracy frequently cited in government com-
missions, by donor agencies, as well as in the democratic transition and
development literature. Whereas some theories emphasize civil society’s
role as a buffer against autocratic regime intervention, global economic
neoliberalism, and social injustice (Cohen and Arato 1992; Rosanvallon
2007), others identify it as a source of economic wealth and personal hap-
piness, guaranteeing economically favorable exchange conditions and a
meaningful life to members of its community (Bellah 1985; Wolfe 1989;
Putnam 2001).

Even though civil society is generally assumed to be good for democ-
racy, the specifics of how civil societies might contribute to various prop-
erties of the public sphere are much less developed. Frequently, broad
assumptions are made without much attention to how civil society and
strong democratic publics are inherently linked. Terms such as “the pub-
lic sphere of civic engagement” (Paterson 2000: 51) or the claim that civic
engagement will somehow automatically endow strong civil societies with

33
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vibrant publics speak to this neglect.1 Yet even the most cursory glance
at history and politics reveals that there is no automatic link between
civic engagement and democratic public voice. In Nazi Germany, pow-
erful civic groups helped mold public opinion into a “one-man voice”
propaganda spectacle (Armony 2004), and a staged civil society pro-
vided the backdrop for silencing dissent. In Japan, a web of potent civic
associations serves as election machinery for political candidates, but
not as the provider of large-scale independent public voice (Pekkanen
2006). In the United States, during the Obama administration’s town
hall meetings on the proposed health care reform, organized Tea Party
critics hijacked the microphones and shut down debates (Media Mat-
ters for America 2009). In short, not all modes of publicity originat-
ing within civil society are positive, not all associations allow for plu-
rality of public voice, and not all public forums encourage and enable
debate.

Although some theories of civil society tend to neglect the public
sphere,2 much focus has been put on civil society’s role in building
associations and in generating common norms and values. Why does
this bias toward community and norm generation matter? On the most
basic level, it influences citizenship practices and informs what we teach
children or students about how to be good citizens. Do we highlight the
importance of community and norm generation? Or do we emphasize the
value of constructive dissent, communicative action, and contributions
to public discourse? To put it differently, do we encourage volunteerism
for the sake of association and helping others? Or do we put just as much
emphasis on speaking out and on the conditions that enable citizen voice?
On a theoretical level, the “association and common good” bias tends
to nourish the idea of civil society as a pre-political space from which
economic and political forces can be successfully bracketed. In effect, we
often encounter an “idealized, one dimensional version of the concept”
(Cohen 1999: 56) that stresses face-to-face community in a non-agonistic
pre-political realm of society; voice and advocacy are not part of that
narrative.

1 Michael Edwards, the former director of the Ford Foundation’s Governance and Civil
Society Program, noted this lack of focus on the public sphere as part of a somewhat
“lazy thinking” in civil society theorizing (Edwards 2004:10).

2 A number of civil society theories do put emphasis on the public sphere dimension (e.g.,
Fraser 1992; Cohen 1999; Chambers 2003; Edwards 2004; Alexander 2006).
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The focus of this chapter is to bring the public sphere back into civil
society debate and thus establish conditions that make NGOs not just
civic but also public actors. I offer two routes by which we can re-import
the public into concepts of civil society: a historical path and a theoretical
path. Historical evidence suggests that early modern civil society did not
grow exclusively out of pre-political associations, but that it has deep
roots in the idea of voice, citizens’ public engagement with politics, and
modern state-making of the late 18th and early 19th centuries. I argue
that public and political advocacy were historically an integral part of
emerging modern civil societies. In contrast, the civil society debate in
the aftermath of the revolutions of 1989 highlights how civil society and
the public sphere have been separated in their most recent theoretical
iterations. Specifically, the theoretical turn toward communitarianism
and social capital has obscured the public sphere mode of civil society.
Based on this historical evidence and theoretical reassessment, I reframe
the current civil society debate to include voice and advocacy as not only
a potential effect but also as an integral part of the design and assessment
of a democratic civil society. I then consider the implications of this
reframing for the study of nongovernmental organizations.

a historical approach

Notwithstanding recent waves of attention, civil society is not a new
concept. Its oldest iteration goes back to Aristotle’s notion of societas
civilis (cited in Kaldor 2003a: 23). In its modern and liberal version
it is a term of the old Europe (Kocka 2006). Advancing in step with the
establishment of 18th-century bourgeois society and enlightenment ideas,
it provided a platform for the rights-based aspirations of bourgeois men
who envisioned not just a society free of censorship and repression but
also a state that would actively value participation by its citizens (Zaret
2000; Lang 2001; Barker and Burrows 2002). Historical investigation
provides evidence for questioning civil society’s persistent image as a
purely association-based, pre-political, apolitical, or even anti-political
realm set apart or in opposition to the state. Early modern civil societies
were built on claims to publicity and to political advocacy, and both these
claims showed civil society and the emerging modern nation-state to be
strongly interrelated. The struggle to establish civic associations in 18th-
and 19th-century Europe was thus, at its core, a public struggle in which
organizational claims to voice and advocacy played a prominent role.
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Publicity

Across late 18th- and early 19th-century Europe, bourgeois citizens artic-
ulated their right to form associations not simply as a right to meet,
but specifically as a civic right to publicity.3 “The big slogan which now
everybody shouts . . . is ‘publicity,’” rhymed German poet Samuel Buerde
(1789, cited in Hölscher 1971: 157). The associational revolution that
swept through the continent during this period was not new. People had
assembled before – in guilds, around the bread oven, in pubs, and at
markets. What was new was the attempt to bring strangers together and
encourage them to communicate and debate as a public. The right to
assemble was articulated as an inherent civic right to partake in public
affairs. “Publicity” became its rallying call and a synonym for freedom of
speech and bourgeois liberties, often invoked with a reference to Kant’s
enlightenment claim that all actions that affect the rights of others are
wrong if their maxim is not consistent with publicity (Kant 1996 [1795]:
347).

The articulation of this right to publicity took many different forms:
Patriotic associations advertised with the slogan that publicly educat-
ing citizens on the constitution was crucial for a nation’s well-being.
Civic groups disseminated their messages by staging public events with
speakers, food, drink, and entertainment. Newspapers printed series of
treatises on the principle of publicity, and censored editors or journalists
retaliated by publicly demanding their right to publicity (Lang 2001).
Democrats and liberals invoked publicity in courthouses, in the media,
in parliaments, in bars, and on the streets. Without publicity and public
agency, there would be no justice (Splichal 2002: 111). Thus, the demo-
cratic order that European bourgeois activists fought for was directly
linked to the principle of publicity. Finding one’s voice and expressing it
were perceived to be key to a democratic civil society reigned by “critical
publicity” (Habermas 1989 [1962]).

Others argued that publicity needed educated citizens. Because majori-
ties of European populations in the early half of the 19th century could
not read, conditions for adequate public judgment seemed frail. Yet liber-
als countered that, whether educated or not, citizens would do democracy
a service by forcing others to defend their position publicly and would

3 For an analysis of early associations in Germany, see Dann (1984); for Belgium and the
Netherlands, Ertman (2003); for England and Germany, E. Hellmuth (1990); for Great
Britain, Clark (2000); and for an overview of civil society in Europe during the 19th
century, see Bermeo and Nord (2003).
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learn the practice of active citizenship in the process. English philosopher
John Stuart Mill expressed this sentiment, arguing,

The notion is itself unfounded, that publicity, and the sense of being answerable to
the public, are of no use unless the public are qualified to form a sound judgment.
It is a very superficial view of the utility of public opinion to suppose that it does
good only when it succeeds in enforcing a servile conformity to itself. To be under
the eyes of others – to have to defend oneself to others – is never more important
than to those who act in opposition to the opinion of others, for it obliges them to
have sure ground of their own. Nothing has so steadying an influence as working
against pressure. (Mill 1998 [1861]: 360–1)

Publicity was not just the term of democratic trade across early 19th-
century Europe. In Tocqueville’s rendering of American civil society,
publicity likewise turned out to be more than a marginal afterthought.
What Tocqueville admired in the American landscape of associations was
that “men had bound themselves publicly4 to a cause” (Tocqueville 1945
[1835]: 114); in other words, citizens expressed public commitment and
used public communication arenas to articulate their allegiances and opin-
ions. When Americans form associations, Tocqueville wrote, they become
“a power seen from afar, whose actions serve for an example and whose
language is listened to” (114). Community in civil society thus is not a
self-serving ideal, but has two public dimensions: It consists of people
signaling publicly that they identify with a cause, and it produces public
power, exemplary action, and messages that travel in the wider public
sphere. Interpreting Tocqueville’s fascination with American civil society
as purely community oriented, as exercised in neo-Toquevillian theory
(see the later discussion), does not do justice to the emphasis he puts on
its public appeal. It is not the bounty of American communities per se,
but their public face and public spirit that catch his eye.

Politics

A second noteworthy feature of early 19th-century civil society was that
it was neither pre-, nor a-, nor anti-political. Instead, its expansive orga-
nizations engaged in ongoing negotiations among themselves and with
government about what “politics” and “political” were in the first place
and about how “civic” and “political” should relate to each other. Some
associations perceived the individual, the civic, and the political to be
organically tied together. Gymnastics clubs of the early 19th century, for

4 Emphasis added.
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example, were generally not based on an individualized notion of per-
sonal fitness, but on the idea that they would turn men into active citizens
of their polity (Clark 2006: 351ff.). They did not just provide opportuni-
ties for physical exercise but also offered practice in political citizenship
through sponsoring reading and discussion groups or by organizing pub-
lic events at which candidates for office presented themselves. Others
used the communicative venues of reading societies and guild meetings to
organize member debating forums and public discussions (Dann 1984).
Emerging civil society, populated by an increasing number of associations
and publications, performed intricate strategic dances with authorities.
These dances were aimed at carving out space for a repertoire of actions
that actors claimed were merely civic and not political in a state-defined
manner, but in effect redefined the political itself.

Specifically, groups that promoted liberal or democratic ideas in coun-
tries with monarchic or absolutist regimes used the claim to nonpolitical
activity to broaden their arenas of involvement in public affairs (Darnton
and Roche 1989; Lang 2001). When an editor sought approval from gov-
ernment authorities for publishing a newspaper or a pamphlet, the claim
to engaging in “nonpolitical” activity was what initially prevented all
too harsh censorship. When women’s groups came together to bake for
the poor or to sew clothes for the army in need, their aspiration to non-
political, purely social activity belied the fact that their activities spoke
to the politics of needs, to questions about distributive justice, and to
the fact that they devised the category of “deserving and needy” in their
own view. As Mary Ryan puts it for 19th-century American women’s
societies, “If social life was divided between male and female, public
and private, the history enacted on each side of that shifting border was
deeply politicized” (Ryan 1992: 273). In other words, the cover of being
nonpolitical served well to strengthen civil society while holding interfer-
ence from government at bay. Yet strategically employing the tarnish of
“nonpolitical” is not the same as being nonpolitical.

Governments all over Europe tried to defend their institutional
monopoly over politics, while civil society action corroded this monopoly
and not just demanded but also actively organized participation in pub-
lic affairs. Wary governments, as in the case of the administrators of
Württemberg in southern Germany in 1849, worried that “the masses
[would get] used to seeing the real [political] forces in arbitrary meet-
ings, party associations, clubs and the like” and that this would “destroy
the already limited understanding of state order and citizen representa-
tion” (cited in Lang 2001: 213; see also Dann 1984). In effect, what
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came to be known as the “age of associations” – the network of clubs
and philanthropic, civic, professional, and cultural associations – was
“the arena, the training ground, and eventually the power base of a
stratum of bourgeois men who were coming to see themselves as a ‘uni-
versal class’ and preparing to assert their fitness to govern” (Fraser 1992:
114). Beyond the bourgeois class, worker groups began to explore voice
through their civic associations; rural populations organized to protest
price increases for bread, demanding dismissal of politically nonrespon-
sive officials – in short, claiming the right to political voice was the
conduit of early civil society and not its antidote. The antidote was pol-
itics defined as merely institutionalized government. A core strength of
early modern civil society was that it disputed this narrow conception of
politics.

State

The third noteworthy aspect of this short historical exploration is the
involvement of the modernizing state in shaping and sustaining civil
society. In fact, civil society and the state were never strictly separate
spheres. While trying to rein in the association revolution and its critical
voices, modernizing governments across Europe at the same time con-
fronted the need not only to accept but also to some degree embrace
their emerging civil societies (Lang 2001; Clark 2006). This was often
not an altogether cozy embrace. In part, it was merely the result of real-
izing that censors, police, and laws could not fully repress emerging civic
spheres. Yet to some degree, governments also started to rely on civil
society in the tumultuous transitions from absolutist Ancien Regimes to
modernized constitutional polities. To gain legitimacy, modernizing states
needed intermediary structures that could help communicate policies and
develop public opinion around government agendas. State actors envi-
sioned aggregate audiences that would serve both as recruitment pools
and as critical echo chambers for government policies and that would
become accountable partners in promoting and executing policies. Agri-
cultural associations, women’s charity clubs, and reading societies served
as interpreters and activators for state policies. Moreover, accommodat-
ing bourgeois interests in political participation during a period of rapid
expansion of trade and industry provided a bulwark against more radical
workers’ interests (Scambler 2001: 3).

Across Europe, states not only guaranteed the institutional framework
for civil society but also took part in facilitating its growth (Levy 1999;
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Lang 2001).5 Governments had a functional interest in grooming emerg-
ing civil societies, and this grooming could be just as restrictive as it could
be enabling. Although the notion of a “government-enabled” civil society
at first sight has a more continental European than an Anglo-American
ring to it, it developed on both sides of the Atlantic. Even though we
tend to interpret Toqueville’s exploration of the state of civil society in
America as a purely “bottom-up” take on the importance of associational-
ism to fostering and sustaining democracy, recent research has pointed to
the fact that “government made all that ‘volunteerism’ possible” (Skocpol
1996: 2). According to Skocpol, the evidence as to when, how, and why
civil society flourished in American history points straight to the emerging
modern state. It was government-sponsored and implemented infrastruc-
ture, like the network of postal offices, that allowed faster communi-
cation and networking among citizens and their associations. It was in
the interest of members of Congress to facilitate news dissemination by
legislating cheap newspaper postal rates and increasing the frequency of
delivery to remote areas of the country. Likewise, the associations that
Tocqueville visited functioned as mediators between state and civil soci-
ety. Many were not just local, but developed around citizens who aimed
for party offices and government posts. In effect, civil society, even in its
American heyday from the 1820s to the 1840s, was marked by govern-
ment facilitation.

We can draw three broad conclusions from this historical exploration:
(1) claims to publicity and to participation in public debates are an integral
part of civil society, (2) association-building in particular needs to be
complemented with attention to who gets to have voice and at whose
expense, and (3) governance conditions matter. Ultimately, specific state–
society relationships fuel democratic politics in what Iris Marion Young
calls the continuous attempt to “link state institutions and civil society in
a way that reinforces each other’s virtues” (Young 2000: 157).

Yet the civil society that today speaks out of foundation brochures,
municipal volunteer day celebrations, and classroom textbooks rarely
makes these connections. There, the emphasis of civil society development
tends to be rarely on citizen voice and reciprocally enabling state–society

5 At times, this interest in expanding a “controlled” civil society produced hazardous
endeavors. In Germany, state governments tried in the early half of the 19th century
to establish seemingly “independent” newspapers whose editors and journalists were
in fact on governments’ payroll (Lang 2001: 161). Buying off editorial opinions and
spying on associations were an integral part of how governments engaged with civil
society.
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relations, but most often on the personally fulfilling element of individu-
alized civic engagement – that is, “volunteering feels good”6 – or on the
role of the civic sector as compensating for government failure. Why did
public voice and the idea that civil society can enable government, and
vice versa, take back stage in civil society debates?

the revival of civil society

After its ascendancy in the late 1800s to mid-1900s to public discourse,
the concept of civil society lay dormant for more than a century. Indus-
trialization, two world wars, and the emergence of large-scale collec-
tive action from labor to civil rights movements prompted a focus on
class-based, national, and ethnic cleavages and thus highlighted the fric-
tion within, rather than the democratizing substance of, civil society.
Distributive struggles over economic and political resources took center
stage. Theorists and practitioners sponsored “society” as the adequate
unit of social analysis, trying to capture social developments by way of
intersecting forces such as the economy, ethnicity, and family – forces
that most theorists did not consider to be part of civil society (Anheier
2004). Not until the 1980s did the term “civil society” resurface in the
transitional movements in Central and East European countries and in
the mobilization against military dictatorships in Latin America. In these
contexts, it became key to the antidictatorial critique of societies that had
been stifled under the hegemony of one party, of organized state associa-
tions, and an omnipresent secret police. By the 1990s, a similar attempt
to count on civil society for democratic renewal occurred in India, as well
as across Africa (Chandhoke 2003: 21).

In the Central and Eastern European countries, the term “civil society”
was reintroduced to capture the attempts of Solidarność in Poland (Arato
1990), dissident movements in Hungary and Czechoslovakia, and civil
rights groups such as the Neues Forum and Democracy Now in the GDR
to form associations and generate a civic infrastructure in their countries.
The early proclamations of these groups were not about toppling their
regimes; they were about state–society relations and about voice: voice
that would break the silence surrounding large clusters of Central and
Eastern European (CEE) niche societies, voice that would challenge the

6 The combination of both “volunteering” and “feels good” brings up more than 2.1 million
results in a Google search. The combination of “volunteering” and “public voice” has
merely 900,000 hits (accessed February 1, 2012).
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monopoly of quasi-feudalist dictatorial state publics, voice that might
ultimately break down the walls that shielded the ruling political elites
from their citizenry. New Forum, the first dissident group in the GDR
to go public, opened its founding statement of September 10, 1989, with
this observation: “In our country, the communication between state and
society is obviously troubled” (Gray and Wilke 1996: 6).

Dissident movements across Central and Eastern Europe took differ-
ent paths in addressing this breakdown of communication. In the GDR,
activists tried to engage the authorities by demanding press freedom and
a seat at the decision-making table; in other countries, and much earlier
than in the GDR, disillusioned leaders abandoned attempts to institu-
tionalize communication with the regime and instead focused energies
on generating an alternative civic universe of associations. Václav Havel
in Czechoslovakia and Adam Michnik in Poland prioritized social self-
organization over interaction with the state. They insisted on the non-
political community-building character of their movements. In fact, civil
society was to be the space of anti-politics (Kaldor 2003a: 4), a sphere in
which autonomous citizen voice could grow in a “parallel polis” rather
than in direct communication with the government. Havel promoted
“independent self-organisation” as “an area in which living within the
truth becomes articulate and materializes in visible ways” (Havel 1985:
65). Most of the intellectual leaders of the “associational revolutions”
of 1989 framed their strategies within a collective action paradigm that
highlighted civic consolidation and solidarity over public political com-
munication and advocacy.

Strategically, many Eastern European intellectuals’ focus on associa-
tion seemed to be appropriate responses to the threat of political repres-
sion. Yet in theoretical terms, the emphasis on association over voice
remains paradoxical.7 Would a civil society, made up of inward-looking
associations, have been able to topple the CEE regimes? It is not asso-
ciations per se, but their orientation toward communicating issues to a
larger public that produced the momentum for change. Without voice
and advocacy or, to put it differently, without a public sphere element,
1989 might have looked quite different. The tipping point of the old
regimes was not the associational practices of dissident groups in their

7 In Latin America, neither activists nor intellectuals shared this restrictive version of civil
society (Alvarez 1999; Wampler and Avritzer 2004: 294). Yet arguably European and
North American theorists of civil society were more influenced by the end of the Cold War
and the developments in CEE countries than by the Latin American movement struggles.
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niche environments as such – the tipping point was reached when these
associations decided to leave their niche and go public: to squat at the
Danzig shipyard in Poland, to hop on trains to Hungary and onward
to the West in the thousands, to protest every Monday on the streets of
many Eastern German cities, to occupy embassies and public squares.
When Solidarność was legalized as a union representative in Poland in
1980, this meant the end not only of the monopoly of party-related
organizations but also of party control over the public sphere (Adloff
2005: 11).

In sum, it was the public advocacy mode of civil society that became
the driving force behind the East European revolutions. It was the pub-
licly displayed decision to choose voice over silence, or exit, within CEE
countries that gave credence and political power to these developing civil
societies. Independent association and networks of trust are therefore
necessary, but not sufficient anchors for conceptualizing civil society. It
is civil society in its mode as a public sphere that provides the stimulus
for social change.

writing the public out of civil society

We have established that the “parallel polis” idea of the 1980s might have
facilitated a lopsided understanding of civil society – one that marginal-
izes public advocacy in favor of strict disengagement with the state and
of building small-scale autonomous and solidarity-oriented associations.
Yet in theoretical terms, this solidarity-focused vision of civil society has
found widespread resonance in the debates of the past two decades. Com-
munitarian and social capital theories of civil society, in particular, have
shaped discourses on civil society with paradigms that tend to marginal-
ize or “write out”8 the politically engaged public. What makes these dis-
courses important for our purpose is that they do not just stay within the
confines of universities and conference rooms; they influence how govern-
ments and donor agencies perceive or “construct” civil society actors and,
more specifically, shape interaction with the nongovernmental sector.

In communitarian terms, civil society is made up of communities and
associations that are not political and that “foster competence and char-
acter in individuals, build social trust, and help children become good

8 I owe this term to Jane Jenson (2008). She investigates the processes by which women
are written out of EU policy imperatives; I focus on the arguments by which the public is
written out of civil society narratives.
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people and good citizens” (Elshtain 1999: 13). It is based on norms of
trust and solidarity in a “space of uncoerced human association” (Walzer
1995: 7) that people enter “for the sake of sociability itself” (16). Alan
Wolfe calls this a focus on the small-scale world of intimacy (Wolfe 1989:
38) and face-to-face community, and Nathan Glazer refers to it as the
“fine grain of society” (Glazer 1998: 103). Within these tightly woven
social structures, citizens can learn solidarity-based behavior that in turn
is supposed to strengthen the foundation for democracy.

Public voice and advocacy are rarely addressed in communitarian ver-
sions of civil society. All matters requiring interest mediation are exter-
nalized to other spheres such as politics and the economy, turning civil
society itself into a semi-privatized moral school for solidarity-based citi-
zenship. What remains unclear is how these solidarities are being commu-
nicated and negotiated, for example, during times of conflicting interests
and priorities. Sociability, as Neera Chandhoke has observed, can rapidly
“dissolve when it comes to competition over the resources and the sym-
bols of collective life” (Chandhoke 2003: 31). Yet if we encounter a public
at all in communitarian territory, it is an intimate and locally bound public
that dispels any notion of it being a contested site of different voices. Local
associations somewhat organically find their way into local media, which
in turn shape the debate that essentially reflects the community: “The
fact that important issues are decided locally enhances the importance
of local media, which in turn focus the debate on these issues by those
affected” (Taylor 1998: 48). Problems such as media access, economic
constraints on communication, or how to generate translocal solidari-
ties are sidelined in communitarian theories. We encounter a civil society
that ultimately could just as well thrive without larger and competing
publics.

A second contribution to writing out the public sphere can be
attributed to the past decades’ “onward sweep” (Mayer 2003) of the
social capital paradigm. In most general terms, theories of social capi-
tal assess civil society with a set of indicators aimed at measuring the
strength of its community-building associations (i.e., Edwards, Foley,
and Diani 2001; Putnam 2001). Social capital “is about capacities for
cooperation that are embedded in associations” (de Haart and Dekker
2003: 155). Associations are credited with generating trust, norms, and
networks, which in turn become predictors of democratic salience and
economic prosperity (Putnam 2001). In Robert Putnam’s shorthand, the
more choral societies and community picnics, the higher are government
responsiveness and economic well-being.
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What makes recent social capital theories so appealing is that they
indeed provide the first systematic empirical measurements for assessing
the overall state of civil societies (i.e., Edwards et al. 2001; Minkoff 2001;
Hooghe and Stolle 2003). It is of interest here how these concepts cap-
ture public voice and advocacy, which can be extrapolated most clearly
from survey-response–focused social capital literature. On the basis of the
Social Capital Community Benchmark Survey that Robert Putnam and
the Saguaro Seminar released in 2002, we understand social capital to
be a composite survey measurement, encompassing about one hundred
different measurable variables that can be grouped in eleven “facets”9

(Putnam 2002). Yet in the context of our exploration of the writing out
of the public sphere, the social capital index presents us with two some-
what related problems. One, social capital proxies capture individual
membership in associations, but never associations themselves. We get
information about whether an individual joins an NGO or how many
groups he or she is part of, but we do not learn anything about the con-
ditionality that informs this NGO’s actions in civil society nor the role
of individuals within them. The proxies empirically capture a sphere of
individual joiners, but not how joining a particular association conditions
agency and communication or how different forms of civic organizations
enable or restrict voice and advocacy. In effect, survey-focused social capi-
tal proxy measures gauge individual membership and not collective voice.
They are fueled by methodological individualism and ultimately convey
an atomistic notion of engagement in civil society (Skocpol 1996).

A second methodological decision that erases the public in survey-
oriented social capital theories pertains to the kinds of measurements
offered to gauge civic strength. Of the one hundred measurements that
the social capital index offers, the following table presents those with
the most salience in regard to voice and advocacy. Only seven call on
individual voice and advocacy (see Table 2.1). The vast majority of
measurements, by contrast, assess civic strength through variables that
capture an individual’s associational ties, trust, and norm generation and
depend only on the “passively participating” or “dutiful” citizen. Reading

9 “The 11 different facets of social capital found in the Social Capital Community Bench-
mark Survey include two dimensions of ‘social trust’ (whether you trust others), two
measures of political participation (electoral political participation and participation in
protest politics), two measures of civil leadership and associational involvement, a mea-
sure of giving and volunteering, a measure of faith-based engagement, a measure of
informal social ties, a measure of the diversity of our friendships, and a measure of the
equality of civic engagement at a community level” (Putnam 2002: 2, fn 3).
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table 2.1. Proxy Measurements for Voice and Advocacy in Putnam’s Social
Capital Community Benchmark Survey, 2002

Facet Measurement Facet Measurement

Electoral
participation

Knows U.S. senators
from state

Protest politics Signed a petition

Daily newspaper
reader

Attended a meeting/rally

Interest in politics Participated in
demonstration

Registered to vote Participate in labor union
Voted in last election Participate in ethnic/other

organization
Civic

leadership
Formal group

involvement
Participate in political

group
Served as officer/

committee
Belong to local group that

took reform action
Number of times

attended meeting
Number of times

attending
town/school meeting

Associational
involvement

Number of formal
secular group
involvements

a newspaper, for example, although it certainly speaks to an interest in
public affairs, does not by default generate opportunities to express one’s
ideas in a public arena. Formally belonging to the American Automobile
Association, likewise, does not gauge whether this person ever speaks out
about climate change or has asked an organization to do so on his or her
behalf. In short, if civil society is measured through individualized and
for the most part passive associational linkages, then the quality of civil
society as a public sphere is not adequately captured. The implication is
that a strong civil society in survey-oriented social capital terms might, in
fact, be based on multiple one-time, comparatively passive, and perhaps
simply monetary declarations of support for a civic cause.10

10 Some social capital literature relies less on individual-level surveys and instead uses
aggregate data of civic organizations (i.e., Stolle and Rochon 1998; Minkoff 2001). Yet
even though these authors clearly take collectives as their starting point, their proxies
for measuring social capital (i.e., density of members in associations or associations
themselves, association type, capital) do not explicitly speak to civil society in its mode
as a public sphere. If social capital is measured in terms of sheer density of associations,
we might miss not only the actual diversity of actions within and by associations but
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Along the same lines, we can diagnose dense networks of associa-
tions across the United States, from the national to the local level; yet
associational density does not measure the degree to which these associa-
tions contribute to their local, regional, or even national or transnational
publics. Focusing our analytic lens on civil society as a public sphere, by
contrast, means taking into account the governance conditions in which
associations decide on strategies for action, as well as the means of com-
munication by which they engage citizens and incubate publics.11

In sum, writing out the public sphere in social capital theories is a direct
consequence of the premise that generating civic trust and norms within
a nation of strong associations fuels a vibrant civil society. Social capi-
tal theories tend to de-emphasize conditions that enable these networks
of trust to aggregate citizen voice, carry it into larger civic arenas, and
practice public advocacy. This is not just a theoretical problem that stays
confined within academic conference circles. The dominant social capital
discourse of recent years has had repercussions for how states, parties,
foundations, and other philanthropic donors have conceived of and spon-
sored civil society in Berlin, Baltimore, and Baghdad. A major effect of
operationalizing civil society assistance on the basis of the social capital
paradigm has been “association overload” – the creation of civic land-
scapes that display layers of NGOs, alliances, and networks, all founded
for the sake of investing in social capital production. This overload might
lead to the appearance of a dense civil society, but tells us little about
civic voice or the ability to strategically join forces to practice effective
public advocacy (Petrikova 2007; Browning 2009).

civil society and political society

As we have established earlier, writing out the public sphere might occur
as fallout from theoretical attempts to shield civil society from becom-
ing overly politicized.12 Liberal theories, in particular, remain acutely

also in more specific terms how associations navigate between institutional and public
advocacy.

11 New information technology, for example, has created the potential for more frequent
and denser vertical communication between NGOs and constituencies. However, it
has also facilitated the rise of new and highly professionalized NGOs that employ
radically different modes of communication within, among, and beyond associations
than traditional membership NGOs (see Chapter 3).

12 Margret Somers calls this the “metanarrative of Anglo-American citizenship theory”
(Somers 1995: 2320). Its reach today extends far beyond its origin.
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sensitive to state intervention and insist on strong barriers between civil
society and the political system. In normative terms, a benign realm of
voluntary association is posited against the harsher realities of a polit-
ical society dominated by institutional actors who attempt to influence
politics. Whereas the former is said to sharpen our sense of morality in
independent associations, the latter is driven by instrumental rational-
ity and provides the connections to representative government (Wolfe
1989: 180). Instead of constructing civil society and the state as differ-
ent aggregates within a range of forms of social organization, liberalism
tends to present an artificial dualism in which “civil society is believed
to be the realm of popular freedom because it is declared autonomous
from and prior to the state, spontaneous in its workings, self-activating
and naturalistic” (Somers 1995: 232). Thus liberal theories construct a
“great dichotomy between a vilified dangerous public realm of the state
(always lurking behind the tamed government of the people) versus a
noncoercive voluntary and pre-political (hence private) realm of (civil)
society” (232).

Yet even if civil society is perceived not as private per se, but as a
realm in between public and private spheres, it comes across merely as
a “public-lite.” John Rawls claims that “the reason of associations in
civil society is public with respect to their members, but nonpublic with
respect to political society and to citizens generally” (Rawls 1993: 220).
In his view, associations provide “publicness”13 to their members because
by joining an association, they leave the intimate privacy of their home
and family. Yet at the same time and in contrast to associations in which
citizens exercise political citizenship, such as parties or parliaments, civic
associations remain private assemblies, organizing the personal lives of
their members. Theorizing civil society as a sphere in between public and
private fortifies the limited publicness of civil society, offering private
citizens temporary and occasional public status, but at the same time
keeping civic associations out of political society. Citizens “go public” as
individuals by leaving the intimate sphere of their family, but they do not
form publicly recognized collectives in civil society. In Rawls’s theory,

13 I use the term “publicness” here in conjunction with the more established term “public
sphere.” Whereas the German term “Öffentlichkeit” combines aspects of a sphere as
well as a specific, namely public, property or characteristic of a setting, we need two
terms to demarcate the difference in English, namely public sphere and publicness. For
example, Theodor W. Adorno’s 1964 Frankfurt School article has been translated into
English as “Opinion Research and Publicness” (Adorno 1964 [2011]).
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“churches and universities, scientific societies and professional groups,”
for example, are nonpublic expressions of civil society and belong to
what he calls the “background culture in contrast with the public political
culture” (Rawls 1993: 220). This liberal reflex to shield areas of society
from public and political intervention has consequences for theorizing
and practicing citizenship. In theoretical terms, walling off civil society
tends to turn a blind eye to the constructions of publicness within its
confines and, in particular, to the interaction between civil society and
the state. In practical terms, separating civil and political society leaves
political agency squarely within the dominion of institutionalized political
actors and government.

The perspective advanced in this book is that neither political society
nor civil society is essentially public or private. Nonstrategic domains of
solidarity and association can establish public voice, and strategic debate
in political society might happen behind closed doors and in privatized
settings. A neighborhood street party can ignite the spark for collective
action, while simultaneously political negotiations on the same issue take
place between parties and unions in City Hall in back rooms and never
acquire publicness. The feminist theory debates of the last two decades
have shed light on the forces that continually construct public and private
and thus the power relations within the realm of civil society (Scott 1988;
Fraser 1992; Landes 1998). As Jude Howell has pointed out, the “concern
with autonomy leads analysts to focus more on the boundaries between
regimented sectors than on their permeation by social relations” (Howell
2007: 429).

In sum, the expulsion of the political public from civil society needs
to be framed within a broader context of depoliticizing citizenship. The
liberal claim to privacy or semi-publicity of civil society brackets ques-
tions about the spaces and the conditions by which voice and advocacy
are constituted, trained, and practiced in this sphere. Jean Cohen has
forcefully concluded that “without the concept of the public sphere, civil
society talk will remain hopelessly one-sided and analytically useless”
(Cohen 1999: 59). Without the concept of the public sphere, the analysis
of NGOs misses a central dimension of how these organizations chan-
nel and condition public voice and advocacy. Yet the limited perspec-
tive of influential civil society theories on the public sphere is only one
obstacle to understanding the role of the nongovernmental sector within
a framework of civil society. Another obstacle is created by approaches
that convey an overly narrow view of the public sphere itself.
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bringing the public sphere back in

Civil society and public sphere theories tend to promote a tacit division
of labor: Some respected theories within the civil society paradigm write
out public voice and concentrate on associations; working within a pub-
lic sphere paradigm, meanwhile, often results in a focus on the media at
the expense of associations. Historically, the most influential attempt to
ground the associational public sphere squarely within the realm of civil
society was made by Jürgen Habermas, who argued that civil society’s
institutional core “is constituted by voluntary unions outside the realm
of the state and the economy and ranging from churches, cultural asso-
ciations, and academies to independent media, sport and leisure clubs,
debating societies, groups of concerned citizens, and grassroots petition-
ing drives all the way to occupational associations, political parties, labor
unions, and ‘alternative’ institutions” (Habermas 1992: 453). Civil soci-
ety’s centers are nongovernmental, noneconomic, and voluntary associ-
ations that anchor the communication structures of the public sphere in
civil society. What specifically should be noted here is that the function
of associations goes beyond establishing networks of trust and solidarity.
Habermas conceives of associations as public actors that ideally aggregate
and disseminate citizen voice and provide space for public engagement.
Moreover, in its mode as a public sphere, civil society generates debate
and carries issues from the margins to the centers of power that might
otherwise never get to be on the radar screens of institutional politics:
“Through resonant and autonomous public spheres [it] develops impulses
with enough vitality to bring conflicts from the periphery into the center
of the political system” (Habermas 1992: 330).14

Who or what creates these impulses? The most common answers point
to the mass media, assuming that only what makes it into the mass media
is “truly” public. From this assumption, it is just a stone’s throw to the
idea that the media are the public sphere or that “the public sphere is
what the media make of it” (Risse 2010: 115). Support for this equa-
tion comes from empirical work that exposes the limited influence and
power of all forms of publics that are not mass mediated (Donges and

14 Whereas Habermas argues for the power of democratic discourse to deliver these
impulses, Jeffrey Alexander (2006) rejects the notion that purely rational discursive
practices devoid of emotional and cultural attachments can create a democratic civil
sphere. For Alexander, “publicness is a social and cultural condition, not an ethical
principle; it points to symbolic action, to performance, to projections of authenticity”
(2006: 16).
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Jarren 1999: 62). Yet conflating the public sphere with the mass media
poses a number of normative and analytical problems. One obvious nor-
mative problem is that it reifies and reproduces media hegemony and
thus validates mass media voice without adequately examining the filter-
ing processes involved in media content. Traditional media, for example,
“index the sources and viewpoints in the news according to perceived
power balances among factions within political institutions” (Bennett
2010: 107). Hence, what is voiced in mass-mediated publics is filtered
through mechanisms that attribute relevance according to institutional
power. Failure to examine these power and status filters thus invites
ignorance regarding those publics that congregate beyond the reach of
the mass media or that operate in alternative arenas of public commu-
nication. Moreover, it leaves unexamined the motifs for their outsider
status. Certain publics might be sidelined by the mass media, whereas
others will not even want to get mass media attention or will use alterna-
tive media to distribute information and organize mobilization for their
issues.

A second area of concern regarding the media approach to the public
sphere is that it tends to operate with the assumption that the public
audience is primarily passive (Trenz 2002: 36). If the public sphere con-
sists of what the mass media report on, then the role of citizens is for
the most part receptive or, at best, “monitoring” (Schudson 1998); that
is following closely the media reports on issues they are concerned with.
A more active citizen role in constructing and sustaining publics tends to
get marginalized in the mediated public sphere paradigm.

Finally, constructing the public sphere as exclusively mass mediated
takes little account of the radical changes in the contemporary media
environment. New information and communication technologies have
revolutionized the way we interact and mobilize for civic causes (Bimber,
Flanagin, and Stohl 2005). Many publics today do not rely on traditional
mass-mediated communication spheres to pursue collective goals. In fact,
the very same audience member who is the seemingly passive recipient of
traditional media messages might in other contexts decide to employ voice
and be an engaged member of a subpublic. Therefore, solely referencing
the mass media as the public sphere actually limits our understanding of
the conditions that shape public voice and advocacy.

In broader terms, the public sphere may be defined as the composite
of real and virtual arenas in which private citizens come together to give
voice to matters of public concern or common interest (see Habermas
1962; Fraser 1992; Lang 2001). Much like civil society, it is a contested



52 NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere

concept that combines normative and empirical elements. Thus, every
examination of the public sphere raises questions about the quality of
democratic life such as: Who should be participating, in which form,
how regularly, and toward which end? What kinds of resources are nec-
essary to partake in the public sphere? What should a public process of
democratic debate look like and aim for? Different theoretical traditions
have given different answers to these questions (Ferree et al. 2002) that
pertain directly to the place that civil society actors have in the public
sphere and to the voice of NGOs in the democratic process.

Traditional liberal theory generally finds the public sufficiently repre-
sented in the voting act and supports knowledgeable elite participation
that competes in a free marketplace of ideas. It “economizes the attention
of men as members of the public, and asks them to do as little as pos-
sible in matters where they can do nothing very well” (Lippmann 1925
[1993]: 189). Liberal theories thus find the public well served by elections,
free competitive private media, and the occasional meeting of elite expert
publics. More recent accounts of liberal theory, as we have established
earlier, value associations primarily because they generate social capital,
and not because of their capacity to aggregate public voice and advocacy.
Viewed through the lens of liberalism, NGOs are useful as long as they
provide civic infrastructure and moral orientation. Yet if they expose too
strong a public voice, they tend to be framed as rogue and unaccount-
able actors that challenge and at times undermine state sovereignty and
are neither institutionally nor publicly legitimized to speak on behalf of
citizens (Spiro 2007).

Other theories question whether such a thin public platform provides
adequate legitimacy and cohesion in late modern societies. Participa-
tory, deliberative, and constructivist models of the public sphere all share
a normative call for “deepening democracy” – albeit with somewhat
differing actors, stages, and therapies in mind.15 Participatory theories
conceptualize the public sphere as a realm that citizens should use to
maximize participation in all decisions that affect their lives. “Self gov-
ernment by citizens rather than representative government in the name
of citizens” (Barber 1984: 151) can be achieved through “an evolving
problem-solving community” that is open to all. These communities
preferably link themselves into existing decision-making processes and

15 For a recent and encompassing overview of these concepts see Ferree et al. (2002),
Chapter 10.
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operate simultaneously as insiders and outsiders.16 The nongovernmen-
tal sector could be seen as well positioned to generate, organize, and
professionalize such problem-solving communities. Yet whereas partic-
ipatory theories emphasize organizational inclusion and empowerment
in and through the public sphere, they give less attention to the settings
and conditions for communication. Critics have pointed out that partic-
ipatory theories neglect the actual forms in which communities assem-
ble and the exclusion processes inherent in hierarchical communication
structures.

Discursive or deliberative theories, by contrast, specifically highlight
the communication practices and conditions that enable debate. Dis-
cursive theories ask what helps citizens “sort out self-interested claims
from public-spirited ones” (Gutmann and Thompson 1996: 43; see also
Mutz 2006; Gastil 2008). For our purpose, they help focus attention on
the internal communication structure and the discursive forms in which
NGOs seek to generate or contribute to publics. Deliberative theorists,
such as Jürgen Habermas, insist on the relevance of debate formats in
which citizens can achieve consensus based on rationality, reciprocity,
respect for other arguments, and truthfulness. Hence, according to the
discursive model of the public sphere, NGOs need to adhere to delib-
erative processes that guarantee open access and achieve argumentative
closure by employing those norms.

Constructivists, although they share an emphasis on discursive prac-
tices, are skeptical about the possibilities of achieving consensus and
reaching closure in public debates. Moreover, they dispute Habermas’s
claim that there is and, even more importantly, that there should be
ultimately only one public sphere. They point, for example, to feminist
counter- or subpublics that have generated voice and advocacy from
relatively powerless positions on the margins of a masculinist public
sphere (Benhabib 1992; Fraser 1992; Young 2000). “Subaltern coun-
terpublics [construct] parallel discursive arenas where members of subor-
dinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate
oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs”
(Fraser 1992: 123). These groups’ identity hinges specifically on not

16 Workplace participation, for example, combines the public display of workers’ expertise
and voice with internal negotiations (Bachrach and Botwinick 1992). Other participatory
forms, such as town halls, range in scope from advisory bodies to actually providing the
forum for self-governing of communities (Mansbridge 1983).
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having a large and consistent voice in dominant media discourses, on
not seeking consensus and fast closure of a debate. Instead, through their
organizational capacity, they provide “structural solutions to the problem
of marginal communication” (Herbst 1996: 125).

At the same time, dominant forms of communication frequently silence
other voices by setting standards of dispassionate, rational discourse
attuned to a bourgeois habitus. Constructivism challenges these theo-
ries of the public sphere to rethink the artificially drawn boundaries of
the public and private, as well as the fencing off of the political sphere
against all those who are not part of the institutional political system.
Marginalized groups, in particular, are seen as providing specific voices
that institutions frequently refuse to hear and media do not report, and
that therefore politics neglects to take into account.

ngos and the public sphere

A constructivist model of the public sphere, I submit, might be best
equipped to provide analytical tools for assessing the role of NGOs in late
modern publics. Constructivism positions NGOs not just at the margins
of an established and mass-media-dominated public sphere, but acknowl-
edges that NGOs and their networks might form subpublics or issue
publics that act to some degree independently of dominant media, and
make strategic decisions as to when and how they engage with the debates
in other publics. I use the terms subpublic and issue public interchange-
ably, as they both reference “a communication and networking process in
which various actors come together in defining an issue and establishing
a configuration of actors connected to that issue” (Bennett, Lang, and
Segerberg 2013). Moreover, a constructivist model of the public sphere
awards legitimacy to NGO advocacy on grounds not only of expertise but
also of engagement with uncrystallized interests at the margins of society
that might, or might not, adhere to conventional repertoires of public
expression. By taking into account forms of advocacy that run counter to
dispassionate rational discourse, constructivism provides recognition of
multiple forms and venues of expression. It recognizes Greenpeace’s acts
of civil disobedience just as much as human rights NGOs negotiating at
the United Nations. Hence, a constructivist theory of the public sphere
enables analysis of the conditions under which NGOs do or do not oper-
ate as (1) central communicative actors within mostly non-mass-mediated
subpublics that (2) provide an organizational context for citizen voice and
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thus organize the “publicness” of civic concerns by (3) directing advocacy
at different levels of the political or economic system via (4) discursive
and nondiscursive means of expression.

NGOs Avoiding the Public

Although I propose that we treat NGOs essentially as public actors, some
caveats are in order. One, there are associations that do not even aspire
to contribute to public deliberation and advocacy because they see their
mission in arenas other than organizing voice and influencing policy,
such as service provision, entertainment, or mere socializing. Such NGOs
might attain “publicness,” for example, if they engage their constituents
in debate about their mission or if they are challenged from the outside,
but for the most part they do not actively seek it. Two, there are asso-
ciations that shun public voice because of fear of appearing “too politi-
cal” or “too polarizing.” In effect, they discourage what Nina Eliasoph
in her study of associational cultures has called “frontstage” public com-
munication (Eliasoph 1998): communication that employs more general-
ized, political, and principled talk. Eliasoph cites the story of Charles, an
African American member of the Parent League and local NAACP rep-
resentative, who wants to activate fellow parents to deal with a teacher
who used racially disparaging language. Yet instead of investigating the
issue, his fellow Parent League members divert attention by stating in
different iterations that the incident should go “through the proper chan-
nels” (Eliasoph 1996: 276). Members of the group are hesitant to con-
nect the issue to a larger problem and to discuss its implications for the
group and beyond. In fact, they attempt to turn it over to other “chan-
nels,” clearly not conceiving of themselves as an adequate public body to
address it. Moreover, throughout the discussion, Charles gets the impres-
sion that he is too political and does not use the proper meaning-making
rhetoric in the group. In sum, this voluntary parent association sup-
presses public deliberation rather than nurturing it. Eliasoph illustrates
“how people can create a sense of ‘the public’ that paradoxically shrinks
their own meaning-making powers” (276). The public, so to speak, is
forcefully placed elsewhere, even though the Parent League clearly has a
public communication mission. In Eliasoph’s analysis, this case “shows
a paradoxical situation, in which committed, concerned citizens tried
to do good precisely by hushing public-spirited conversation in public”
(276).
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She continues,

Thus, rejecting abstract, political, or principled talk was, paradoxically, volun-
teers’ way of looking out for the common good. Volunteers assumed that if they
want to show each other and their neighbors that regular citizens really can be
effective, they should avoid issues that they considered “political.” In their effort
to be open and inclusive, to appeal to regular, unpretentious fellow citizens with-
out discouraging them, they silenced public-spirited deliberation – which was just
what someone like Charles thought the group needed to have in order to involve
new members. This creation of “the public,” this civic practice, itself dissipated
the public spirit from public settings. (Eliasoph 1996: 279; see also Eliasoph
1998: 63)

If the public spirit of associations is so fragile, then what are the con-
ditions under which associations develop public voice and advocacy?
Or, to rephrase Thomas Risse, how do we know an associational public
when we see one (Risse 2010)? This, as pointed out earlier, is a different
question than probing the policy influence or issue salience of NGO pol-
itics. It focuses less on outcome than on modes of communication and
strategies that enable public debate. Before we turn to the next chapters
for a closer exploration of the actual conditions that constitute, shape,
and limit NGO voice today, I end this discussion by proposing a con-
ceptual framework for analyzing NGO publics that is anchored in their
communication practices.

Communication Repertoires of NGOs

On the most general level, we can assume that a public exists if actors
communicate about the same issue, at the same time, using similar frames
(see Habermas 1998: 160; Bennett 2009). If Oxfam UK and SHRO, the
Sudan Human Rights Organization, both publicly criticize the politics
of the Sudanese government and employ a genocide frame, they would
analytically qualify as a public. At the same time, the minimal require-
ments of this definition could be met with a single press release by each
organization during the same time period. Hence, attention to the specifics
of communication practices is required. To gauge the actual strength
of an associational public, a more fine-grained set of quantitative and
qualitative data is needed that assesses (1) the actual density of commu-
nicative ties, that is how often an issue is being communicated about at
the same time using similar frames; (2) the modes of communication,
that is whether the debate takes place primarily within the organization,
between organizations, or also between organizations and nonmember
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figure 2.1. Communication Modes of Associations and Their Targets.

citizens, and (3) the target of communication, that is who the public
debate is directed at and specifically whether the task involves mobilizing
and enabling citizens for action.

NGOs are continuously involved in scaled modes of communication
(see Fig. 2.1). An NGO might primarily communicate with its members – I
refer to this mode as the practice of internal or reflexive communication.
It might communicate directly with institutions or organizations that it is
trying to influence, for example by offering expertise or consultation or
contesting information and thus engaging in what I refer to as institutional
communication. Finally, it might use means of communication to engage
in public communication practices to gain support from a wider array of
citizens and to engage with those who are not part of their subpublic.

These modes of communication are by no means exclusive; in fact,
civic activists tend to utilize them simultaneously. Yet from a public
sphere viewpoint, they are not all equally “loud” and visible and not all
equally inclusive. Even within these communication modes, NGOs make
choices as to the degree of publicness that a communication will gain.
Communicating within one’s subpublic might take place in rather closed
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communication circuits, such as in chapter meetings of member organi-
zations. Or it might take place via blogs or Twitterstreams that are, in
principle, accessible to others and maybe even posted to encourage wider
debate. The institutionalized communication circuits of expert publics
with their targets tend, for the most part, to be closed to others and often
strategically even avoid going public because of possible repercussions.
Yet, at times, if an NGO takes the expert’s seat in institutional hearings,
its communication officer might invite other NGO representatives or the
media into the audience. In contrast, public communication modes by
default involve broader outreach into untapped segments of an NGO’s
constituency and beyond. Hence, they tend to put more emphasis on
broad visibility of public messages. Public communication repertoires of
NGOs can, but do not necessarily involve traditional mass media. New
media, in particular, have to some degree displaced traditional mass media
as the prime public communication means. Moreover, NGO publics with
such dense communicative links do not rely on incorporating a wide array
of voices within one single public sphere. Strong NGO publics can be
small, removed from dominant discourses, and formed solely to “invent
and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional interpretations
of their identities, interests, and needs” (Fraser 1992: 123). Ultimately,
it is the combined strength of these three modes of communication
that accounts for strong NGO publics. If NGOs use exclusively reflex-
ive and institutional communication repertoires, their legitimacy is in
jeopardy.

conclusion

The task of this chapter was twofold. First, it provided evidence and
an explanation for the tendency to expunge the public sphere from civil
society and in turn downsize the public sphere to a media public. Second,
the argument recommended that we “write” the public sphere into con-
ceptions of civil society and situate the nongovernmental sector squarely
within that public sphere mode of civil society. For civil society to be
more than an empty euphemism for a gentler, better world, it needs to
be held accountable, not just to what norms it fosters and what kinds of
association it promotes but also to what kinds of publics it generates. In
contrast, not strengthening civil society in its public sphere mode creates
a “a democratic time bomb” (Smismans 2006: 6) that breeds disappoint-
ment for those interested in meaningful associations, in citizen voice, and
in seeing accountability and representativeness as outcomes of discursive
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interaction. Therefore, enhancing individualized social capital, which is
the main civic engagement paradigm that currently informs community
development policies across the world, is not an adequate response to
strengthening anemic civil societies. At the same time, calls for the revival
of associationalism miss the mark if they merely employ civil society
as an arena in which declining state functions can be compensated for
by activating citizens. The proliferation of voluntary associations “could
easily advance parochial interests instead of serving democracy” (Tilly
2007: 86). It is only in the context of the debates within a public sphere
that NGOs become accountable actors, able to engage citizens in public
affairs.

Hence, assessing the role of the nongovernmental sector in the public
sphere is not equivalent to measuring policy influence and outcome, and
it is also not adequately captured by assessing their media presence. NGO
publics have proliferated at the margins of, or sometimes even outside of,
elite mass-media-driven public spheres. They use new means of commu-
nication that have the ability to connect members, supporters, and issues
with greater frequency and depth, and possibly with a greater potential
for activism than provided by traditional media. Density, modes, and tar-
gets of NGO communication have been identified as measurements that
gauge how much an association contributes to civil society in its mode as
a public sphere.

At the same time, not all NGOs are equally committed and strong
enablers of publics. In the democratic tranformation literature, in
particular, NGOs have recently acquired a reputation for turning into
technocratic operatives and for actually contributing to the decline of
public engagement.17 In this view, NGOs have become neoliberal stand-
ins for empire-building interests, shortchanging those who are invested in
building strong civil societies. How then did the NGO sector come to be
perceived as the equivalent of civil society, and what are the implications
for its role in the public sphere?

17 See the debates in the Uganda NGO Forum at http://ngoforum.or.ug (accessed February
1, 2012).
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The NGOization of Civil Society

Witness the tragedy that has befallen the proponents of the concept [“civil
society”]: people struggling against authoritarian regimes had demanded
civil society; what they got instead were NGOs.

Neera Chandhoke 2003: 9

In 2006, the U.S.-based Kettering Foundation commissioned a study
from the Harwood Institute for Public Innovation to assess how “public-
oriented” advocacy organizations operate.1 The results are addressed in
more detail later, yet Harwood’s summary can serve as a guidepost for
this chapter. It asserts that advocacy-oriented NGOs “find themselves
enveloped in a profound and airtight gestalt of inwardness, planning,
and professionalism” (Harwood Institute for Public Innovation 2009:
4); in other words, “nongovernmental institutions are being colonized
by governmental ways of doing business” (21). NGO advocacy, accord-
ing to this study, is shaped primarily by inner-organizational processes
and, more specifically, by a Weberian-style rationalization of bureaucratic
power. In their efforts to secure organizational reproduction, NGOs are
compelled to streamline and minimize input from external constituencies
other than through donations. As a result, engaging with publics and
channeling their voices become increasingly difficult tasks.

This somber assessment casts doubts on the widely shared assump-
tion that the nongovernmental sector is an overall effective public voice

1 The report is based on a two-year, participant observation relationship between the
Research Institute and ten NGOs with an intermediary or advocacy role (Harwood
Institute 2009).

60
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of citizens’ concerns, as well as an increasingly powerful counterpart of
the neoliberal state. In 1992, the British Westminster Foundation for
Democracy, established by the Blair government to strengthen democ-
racy in development aid, asserted, “NGOs play a key role in creating civil
society. Their focus on mobilizing resources, providing services, under-
taking research and public education, while also providing advocacy
for membership organizations and people’s associations, gives NGOs an
unparalleled liaison role between civil society and government” (cited in
Henderson 2003: 74). In the past two decades, researchers have produced
a wealth of research that depicts NGOs as being “facilitators” (Warkentin
2001: 4) or “harbingers” (Minnix 2007) of civil societies, laud NGOs
as civil society’s most important and defining actors (Gosewinkel et al.
2003: 33), or apodictically argue that NGOs simply are the carriers of a
transnational or global civil society (Gellner 1994; Lane 2008). Within
European Union institutions, as I discuss in Chapter 6, NGOs are seen as
prima facie expressions of a vibrant civil society (EU Commission 2002),
as hubs for civic engagement, and as central voices in European multi-
level governance. A similar NGO-constructed civil society appears in the
workings and documents of the United Nations and its agencies.2 To some
degree, the equation of civil society with NGOs is actively co-produced by
NGOs in need for legitimacy. NGO representatives “typically argue that
they represent the collective interests of the general public and underrep-
resented groups” (Jenkins 2006: 307). It is obvious, however, that a set
of normative and prescriptive assumptions inherent in this equation are
quite problematic. As early as 1997, Shelley Feldman dissected attempts to
“conflate NGOs with civil society” (Feldman 1997: 64) and asserted that
constructing NGOs as the sole proprietors of civil society might not do
justice to the complex relationship between the two entities. In Feldman’s
account, this uncritical equation ignores the facts that (1) there can be
oppositional relationships between NGOs and civil society, (2) there
are civic interests not represented by NGOs, and (3) many NGOs have
become part of a neoliberal service sector of state-devoluted activity and
could be thus seen as part of an extended state (65). Feldman’s critique
points to the structural position of NGOs vis-à-vis states, markets, and
society and to the importance of analyzing the ties that bind organizations

2 Sarah Henderson cites numerous cases that exemplify this equation. The World Bank, for
example, in 1995 renamed its NGO liaison officers “civil society specialists;” the United
Nation’s Development Program followed suit in 1996, changing the name of its NGO
Unit to the “Civil Society and Participation Unit” (Henderson 2003: 67).
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to these sectors. Following these early clues, research within international
relations, development, and comparative politics has identified an array
of problematic assumptions about the nongovernmental sector, culminat-
ing in Paul Wapner’s assessment after reviewing the literature on NGOs
in 2007:

Today, the discipline’s love affair with nonstate actors is starting to wane. Scholars
are realizing that most nonstate actors are not what they seem to be. Rather than
being progressive agents of change that are animated by altruism, nonstate actors
span the political spectrum and, in terms of their engagements, are much like
other political actors. They are self-interested entities engaged in advancing their
own agendas . . . often non-democratic, hierarchical groups concerned with their
financial and publicly perceived longevity. (Wapner 2007: 85)

In short: The worlds of research and politics have become somewhat
disillusioned with NGOs.

Yet rather than bemoaning the end of a “love affair” and turning this
disappointment into a diagnosis of the sector’s outright failure, we need
to situate NGOs within the constraints and opportunities that shape their
actions. Neither normative extreme – lifting NGOs onto the civic pedestal
as the sole torch bearer of civil society or identifying them as mere pseudo-
governmental agencies, in essence firms clad in altruistic cloaks – does
justice to the sector’s achievements nor to the systemic constraints that
inform its norms, strategies, and actions. The approach developed here,
by contrast, wants to shed light on the conditions that influence NGOs’
organizational structure and in particular on the relationship between
governance, organizational properties, and advocacy. To reiterate the
theoretical frame established in Chapter 1, governance conditions are
shaped both by formal constraints, such as regulations and laws, and by
informal constraints, such as norms and conventions regarding access,
behavior, and speech (see also North 1990: 4). These constraints, in turn,
positively or negatively sanction certain forms of advocacy that NGOs
might employ. To better grasp the set of formal and informal conditions
that influence NGO advocacy, this chapter introduces a theorem called
NGOization of civil society.

The NGOization of civil society (Lang 1997) marks a shift from rather
loosely organized, horizontally dispersed, and broadly mobilizing social
movements to more professionalized, vertically structured NGOs. This
shift not only has lasting effects for mission, goals, management, and
discourse cultures of civic actors but it also influences advocacy strategies
and ultimately the properties of the publics that NGOs seek out or try to
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generate. The concept of NGOization has been employed to capture civil
society conditions in such different political contexts as Germany (Lang
1997), post-Yugoslavia (Bagić 2006), Croatia (Stubbs 2007), Russia
(Aksartova 2009), Romania (Grunberg 2000), Latin America (Alvarez
1999), Nicaragua (Borchgrevink 2006), Israel (Herzog 2008), and
Palestine (Smith 2007).3 Although I believe there is a rationale for why the
concept has resonated more in states that are enmeshed in various democ-
ratization struggles,4 I do make a case for its relevance in Western societies
as well. The argument proceeds in three steps. First, I introduce the con-
cept of an “NGOized” civil society and explore conditions for its emer-
gence. In this context, I also engage with the predominant organizational
frame employed by social movement research – the social movement orga-
nization (SMO) – and address some limits of the SMO frame for the study
of civic organizational change. Second, I present evidence and examples of
NGOization. Finally, I spell out the implications of civil society becoming
“NGOized” by focusing on three developments: the turn from publicity
to public relations, the change in symbolic resources that trade activism
for advocacy, and the emergence of accountability questions.

what is ngoization?

NGOization is perhaps best considered to be a “sensitizing concept . . . an
idea that suggests directions along which to look” (Blumer 1954: 7) when
we are trying to understand early 21st-century civil societies and their
advocacy cultures.5 It refers to the process by which social movements

3 Whereas early NGOization research put more emphasis on government-induced pulls for
NGOs to professionalize and institutionalize, new analyses based in the global South, in
particular, tend to conceptualize NGOization more in terms of a neocolonial and exter-
nally induced mechanism by foreign donors – and consequently try to identify conditions
in which activists move “beyond NGOization” (Alvarez 2009).

4 First, civil society actors during political transformation processes might be more sensitive
to matters of co-optation or, in more subtle iterations, to a reframing and containment
of radical messages within an omnipresent state. Second, until very recently, much of
European as well as U.S. academic debate seemed split in half with little connective tissue
in-between: Social movement scholars, by default, used the “social movement organiza-
tion” frame for all organized groups; nonprofit scholarship, in turn, rarely connected the
organizational form of NGOs to issues of broader social change.

5 Blumer distinguished sensitizing concepts from definitive concepts that refer “precisely to
what is common to a class of objects, by the aid of a clear definition in terms of attributes
or fixed benchmarks. . . . A sensitizing concept lacks such specifications of attributes or
benchmarks and consequently it does not enable the user to move directly to the instance
and its relevant content. Instead, it gives the user a general sense of reference and guidance
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professionalize, institutionalize, and bureaucratize in vertically struc-
tured, policy-outcome–oriented organizations that focus on generating
issue-specific and, to some degree, marketable expert knowledge or ser-
vices. Emphasis is placed on organizational reproduction and on the
cultivation of funding sources. It frequently results in increased recog-
nition and insider status in NGOs’ issue-specific policy circles. One
effect might be the containment and reframing of more radical mes-
sages; another effect might be an orientation toward institutional advo-
cacy and away from public displays of dissent. Large transnational
networks, just like smaller community or grassroots groups, experience
the pull to consolidate, incorporate, and “behave” as NGOs in order
to be treated as legitimate players by donors, business, or in gover-
nance contexts. The resulting organizational forms might vary: The large
transnational movement might create an umbrella NGO with networks
of members and affiliates, and the small local initiative might incor-
porate with a formal legal status but with very few resources. Yet in
effect both are being pulled, even though with varying incentives, in the
direction of professionalization, institutionalization, and bureaucratiza-
tion. The pull to NGOize is created by various incentives: economic –
funders demand accountability; social and career based – civic actors
want salaries and other forms of adequate compensation to reflect their
often substantial time commitment; legal-bureaucratic – states convey a
tax-exempt charity status based on specific forms of registration; and
political – formal organizations have more consistent credibility with
political actors and the media than do loose associations, and invitations
to sit at government tables come more frequently today than even two
decades ago.

In the process of exploring what fuels NGOization, three caveats are in
order. First, NGOization is treated as a likely, but not inevitable stipula-
tion of civic life in the early 21st century. Unlike the concepts of resource
mobilization or political opportunity structure that have long been cor-
nerstones of social movement studies, I do not consider NGOization to
be or become the centerpiece of a theory of either social movements
or the public sphere. It is a sensitizing and process-tracing concept that
enables us to pinpoint conditions that affect the public roles of many
NGOs from the local to the global level. Thus, the idea owes more

in approaching empirical instances. Whereas definitive concepts provide prescriptions of
what to see, sensitizing concepts merely suggest directions along which to look” (Blumer
1954: 7).



The NGOization of Civil Society 65

to Bourdieu and Garfinkel than to more strictly predictive theories in
the social sciences. NGOization describes a culturally and politically
mutable tendency rather than a narrowly confined path. Because it is
mutable, it might have different iterations and be fueled by different pro-
cesses in different global or local constellations.

Second, NGOization is not a tightly defined process of the sort that
McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly (2001: 11) describe as a “mechanism,” in
the strict sense of a “delimited class of events that alter relations among
specified elements in identical or closely similar ways over a variety of
situations.” Rather than a locked-in mechanism, I consider NGOization
to be a strong, albeit contingent linkage between macro-level factors
and organizational choice that draws on organizational theory, neo-
institutionalism, and social movement theory. Thus, it captures a process
that plays out to different degrees, in different political and cultural con-
texts, and among differently situated civic groups. Some civic groups defy
NGOization (e.g., Incite 2007) or surpass it (Alvarez 2009). Others, like
Greenpeace, counter the effects of NGOization by keeping an explicit
commitment to, and getting from their supporters a mandate for, public
advocacy. Still other highly professionalized and hierarchically structured
organizations are able to capitalize on organizational density to orches-
trate an occasionally highly visible public advocacy event, such as the
AFL-CIO did during the Seattle WTO protests in 1999. Yet zooming in
on such peak groups or events fails to tell a more common narrative of
organizational reproduction with a focus on institutional advocacy.

Avoiding a mechanical image of NGOization suggests a third distin-
guishing quality of this approach: It cautions against perceiving NGOs
as somehow uniform and without distinct organizational properties or
varied strategic repertoires. Clearly, a number of factors influence NGO
advocacy, such as size, legacy of the organizational culture, target, and
available repertoires for action. Some groups, for example, rely more on
web-based means of communication (Bennett 2002), offering a differ-
ent array of public information and engagement tools for constituencies
than more traditional member organizations that tend to rely primarily
on local and regional chapters for communication. In fact, the Internet
has been hailed in the past decade as a revolutionary technology to bol-
ster existing publics and create new ones based in the virtual worlds
of blogospheres and web 2.0. “New forms of organizations [practice]
increasing cooperation between social activist ‘outsiders’ and ‘insider’
NGO advocates producing hybrid forms of activism and organization”
(Tarrow 2005: 210). Although I do argue (in Chapters 6 and 7) that new
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communication technologies indeed provide NGOs with much more flex-
ible and activist repertoires to practice advocacy and engage publics, I
submit that the fallout from “acting like an NGO” (i.e., establishing and
sustaining a professionally staffed, institutionally durable and credible,
and bureaucratized organization) influences the core of decision mak-
ing about which kind of advocacy strategies and tools are employed to
advance contested issues.

Keeping these caveats in mind, the frame of NGOization should not
be employed to rekindle debate about an iron law of (non)organizing in
social movements. Whereas Piven and Cloward saw formal and hierarchi-
cal organizations as antithetical to large-scale and effective mobilization
(Cloward and Piven 1984), there is by now plenty of evidence that orga-
nizations can mobilize quite effectively and do so with broad engagement
tools (i.e., Clemens and Minkoff 2004). One strength of the NGOization
frame is that it connects mobilization and engagement repertoires with
organizational properties. In other words, it attempts to clarify both
the conditions that enable organizations to reach out to publics and the
constraints that caution against too loud or too strong public displays.
Moreover, advocacy strategies typically involve a subtle “political eti-
quette” (Eliasoph 1998), and the NGOization frame asks what informs
this political etiquette. Hence, the concept of NGOization sensitizes us
in particular to managed mobilizations, that is to NGOs deploying acts
of publicness without yielding too much voice to constituents and larger
publics.

The social movement literature has established the concept of social
movement organizations (SMO) to capture organized structures within
movements (McCarthy and Zald 1987; Lofland 1996; Zald and
McCarthy 1997; Caniglia and Carmin 2005; Minkoff and McCarthy
2005). In order to be able to identify the material properties of NGO-
ization in more detail, we need to elaborate on distinguishing features of
SMOs and NGOs and determine indicators that warrant classification of
organizations as one or the other.

social movement organizations and ngos

Following Deborah Minkoff’s definition, I understand a social movement
to be any collective effort to change the social structure that uses extra-
institutional methods at least some of the time (Minkoff 1997: 780).
SMOs then are the organized parts of such collectives. They are orga-
nizations that attempt to implement movement goals (780). As early as
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the mid-1980s, debate among social movement scholars ensued when
McCarthy and Zald promoted the idea that the social movements of
the 1960s and 1970s were successful only because a new form of social
movement organization had installed itself at the core of their operations
(McCarthy and Zald 1987).6 Although McCarthy and Zald viewed pro-
fessionalization as a central precondition for the success of new social
movements and made it a cornerstone of resource mobilization theory,
others emphasized the negative impact of elites controlling grassroots
movements and the mutations of message and repertoire as a consequence
of elite patronage and professionalism. Proponents of SMOs countered
this argument by emphasizing that favorable elite intervention granted
legitimacy to movement goals and provided the technical base on which
to mount legal challenges (Jenkins and Eckert 1986), thereby fostering
movement success. Policy success, however, is not the focus of this book,
but rather how the organizational properties of civic actors affect the
capacity and willingness to create and sustain public dialogue and to
employ public advocacy. Assuming that SMO and NGO properties can
be distinguished, we can then stipulate that the process by which more
movement-oriented groups turn into or are replaced by more profession-
alized and effectiveness-oriented groups makes a difference for strategies
of public advocacy and outreach.

Table 3.1, adapted and modified from Rothschild and Whitt (1986),
captures ideal-type differences between SMOs and NGOs. In a nutshell,
NGOization means for social movements and their organizations that
(1) authority moves from the collective into individuals; (2) charters
and legal frameworks bind more than substantive ethics of the orga-
nization; (3) cooperation gives way to more delegation and control; (4)
personal trust is replaced to a degree by instrumental relations; (5) recruit-
ment takes place with an eye on competence rather than shared values;
(6) salaries tend to trump normative and solidarity-based incentives; (7)
horizontal stratification is replaced by hierarchical stratification; and
finally (8) the organization moves from the minimal division of labor
into a system with a strong division of labor.

To be clear, these juxtapositions do not indicate strict properties, but
ideal-type categorizations that will hardly ever appear in the pure form
that the table suggests. NGOization being a process, some organizations
exhibit traits of both an SMO and an NGO. Moreover, some NGOized

6 For social movement research’s response to the SMO theory, see for example Jenkins
and Eckert (1986) and Minkoff and McCarthy (2005).
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table 3.1. Ideal-Type Differences between SMOs and NGOs

Dimensions SMO NGO

Authority Authority resides in the
collectivity as a whole; it
is delegated, if at all, only
temporarily and is subject
to recall. Compliance is to
the consensus of the
collective, which is
always fluid and open to
negotiation.

Authority resides in individuals
by virtue of incumbency in
office and/or expertise; there
is hierarchical organization
of offices. Compliance is to
universal fixed rules as
implemented by office
incumbents.

Rules Minimal stipulated rules;
primacy of ad hoc,
individual, or collective
decisions; some
calculability possible on
the basis of shared
substantive ethics.

Formalization of fixed and
universal rules; calculability
and appeal of decisions on
the basis of correspondence
to the formal, written
charter.

Social Control Social controls are primarily
based on personalistic or
moralistic appeals and the
selection of homogeneous
personnel.

Organizational behavior is
subject to social control
primarily through direct
supervision or standardized
rules and sanctions,
secondarily through the
selection of homogeneous
personnel, especially at top
levels.

Social Relations Ideal of community;
relations are to be
holistic, personal, of
value in themselves.

Ideals of impersonality;
relations are to be role-based,
segmental, and instrumental.

Recruitment and
Advancement

Employment based on
friends, social-political
values, personality
attributes, and informally
assessed knowledge and
skills. Concept of career
advancement not
meaningful; no hierarchy
of positions.

Employment based on
specialized training and
formal certification.
Employment constitutes a
career; advancement based
on seniority or achievement.

Incentive Structure Normative and solidarity
incentives are primary;
material incentives are
secondary.

Material incentives compete
with normative and
solidarity-focused incentives.
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Dimensions SMO NGO

Social
Stratifications

Egalitarian; reward
differentials, if any, are
strictly limited by the
collectivity.

Isomorphic distribution of
prestige, privilege, and power
(i.e., differential rewards by
office); hierarchy justifies
inequality.

Differentiation Minimal division of labor:
Administration is
combined with
performance tasks;
division between
intellectual and manual
work is reduced.
Generalization of job
functions; holistic roles.
Demystification of
expertise; ideal of the
engaged amateur.

Maximal division of labor;
dichotomy between
intellectual work and manual
work and between
administrative tasks and
performance tasks. Maximal
specialization of jobs and
functions; segmental roles.
Technical expertise is
exclusively held: ideal of the
specialist-expert.

Source: Adapted with modifications from Rothschild and Whitt (1986: 62).

organizations might decide that the strategic paths they embarked on
are not adequately reflecting their membership or goals and might move
in the direction of movement organizing. As a general trend, however,
many organizations that in the 1970s and 1980s served as carriers of
social movements with an SMO profile have since developed a stronger
NGOized footprint. The NAACP, for example, historically a central
SMO for the U.S. civil rights movement, today embodies more properties
of an NGO. Jenkins and Eckert show, in their study on African Amer-
ican SMOs, how professionalization and elite patronage have shaped
these organizations and in effect contributed to their demobilization.
Without sustained indigenous mobilization, they argue, excluded groups
cannot count on professionalized organizations to advance their interests
(Jenkins and Eckert 1986: 825).

Other SMOs try hard to avoid any resemblance to being an NGO. The
French-rooted and European-based SMO Attac, for example, is adamant
about not turning into a hierarchical organization that lacks a vibrant
constituency. In the words of Christophe Ventura, Attac’s international
office secretary, “Attac is really not7 a nongovernmental organization,
or NGO. The big difference between an NGO and us is that we are an

7 Emphasis added.
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organization with a real base. We are not a club of researchers or activists.
We are a civic movement” (cited in Ancelovici 2002: 440). Just like the
Harwood study mentioned earlier, Ventura articulates the features of an
inward orientation and lack of a constituency base as critical differences
between Attac and an NGO. He portrays Attac as an outward-oriented
movement whose members are not part of an exclusive club, but who
intend to make their voices heard and mobilize publicly for their change
agenda.

Some NGOs might even externalize part of their public advocacy by
participating in movement organizations. The Attac Germany member-
ship base, for example, includes large NGOs like World Vision Germany.
World Vision is a Christian relief organization focusing on children and
poverty. In its self-presentation and in its campaigns, there is no equiva-
lent to the voice of social justice, protest, and resistance that Attac uses.
Being part of Attac might allow the German chapter of World Vision to
“outsource” voice and advocacy efforts that its board of directors would
not deem appropriate for the image of World Vision itself.

In other scenarios, movements cooperate with NGOs and thus,
to some degree, externalize the demands for a professionalized and
media-savvy presentation of their campaigns. For example, the Mexican
Zapatista movement was successful in persuading international NGOs
such as Human Rights Watch to carry their message (Bob 2005). Human
Rights Watch, in turn, leveraged its professionalized advocacy expertise
to enhance its own activist advocacy profile.

In effect, civil societies host multifaceted civic organizations and
alliances, among them SMO/NGO hybrids as well as NGO-movement
cooperations. The argument here is not intended to deny existing diver-
sity, but rather to sensitize the reader to an aspect of organizational
change that is poorly understood: The push-and-pull factors by which
specific properties of NGOs disincentivize certain kinds of publicness.
This is not equivalent to claiming that NGOs “sell out” or are doomed
to marginalization. In fact, there is certainly evidence that, for example,
the relocation of the U.S. women’s movement organizations “inside the
beltway” has led to greater institutional legitimacy, getting former “out-
sider issues” on the congressional agenda (Disney and Gelb 2001: 66;
also Banaszak 2010). Hence, NGOization might in fact increase policy
success at the expense of generating viable publics.

The three central developments that signal the onset of NGOiza-
tion are professionalization, institutionalization, and bureaucratization –
and these in turn shape the advocacy repertoire of civil society actors.
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I consider each separately and then analyze the effects they have on pub-
lic voice.

professionalization

According to German sociologist Max Weber, professionalization, like
bureaucratization, is an aspect of the rationalization of modern society
(Weber 1947). In an abstract sense, it signifies the authority of institu-
tionalized expertise over the authority of other claims, be they coercive
or moral in nature. Through this authority of institutionalized exper-
tise, NGOs have advanced from being suspicious outsiders to govern-
ment to being frequently welcomed at negotiation tables and in insti-
tutional decision-making settings (i.e., Clemens 2006). NGOs have not
just learned to voice their claims in the language of knowledge produc-
ers, but they have also successfully bolstered their organizations with the
resources needed to make well-founded, thoroughly documented claims
that are sought out by governments. Susanne Zwingel, in her study on
CEDAW (UN Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against
Women), identifies these nongovernmental experts as “crucial to enhance
[the] learning processes of state actors” (Zwingel 2005: 56). The authors
of The 21st Century NGO, likewise, attribute “well advanced profes-
sionalization” to NGOs in the Northern hemisphere and an “early stage”
professionalization to those in the global South (SustainAbility 2003: 14).
It is primarily in their function as professional experts that NGOs gain
public and institutional recognition.

Professionalization started in NGOs that primarily provided services
and were well positioned to be incorporated into new public management
initiatives in the 1990s (Anheier 2009: 1084). Yet in recent years we see
a second wave of professionalization, primarily among advocacy NGOs.
Elisabeth Clemens (1997) analyzed how the adoption of more struc-
tured organization features enhances coordination, serves to decrease
external criticism, and in turn increases legitimacy (see also Caniglia and
Carmin 2005). Organizations learn to streamline their operations, estab-
lish hierarchical structures, and increase their salaried employee base.
Overall, the NGO sector today accounts for about 6 percent of employ-
ment in OECD countries (Anheier 2009: 1082) and 9.7 percent of the
workforce in the United States (Wing et al. 2008: 14). Such economic
and social success depends on, and in turn reinforces, the establish-
ment of businesslike operations with a professional work ethic at the
core.
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The professionalization of the NGO sector alters organizations and
individuals alike. Organizational development is geared toward maximiz-
ing resources and toward increases in the number of salaried employees
and in fundraising activities. A stronger division of labor and the turn
toward more hierarchical structures support these goals. In terms of indi-
vidual agency, by contrast, professionalization can be seen as a habitus –
that is as a set of co-produced dispositions that generate practices and
perceptions of NGO members (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 53). Pro-
fessionalized NGO workers have shed a persistent image, anecdotally
reinforced in many policy contexts, that stereotypes them as Birkenstock-
clad norm entrepreneurs trained in “being demanding, impatient, stub-
born, and overly aggressive on their single issue” (McDonald 2004: xiii).
This is not to say that the more professional habitus keeps NGO work-
ers from being creative, innovative, or idealistic. Yet the habitus confines
these traits “within the limits of its structures, which are embodied sedi-
mentation of the social structures which produced it” (Wacquant 1992:
19; also Hopgood 2006: 217). In other words, professionalization, while
promising policy success, demands adaptation to institutional norms and
structures as well as to a policy field’s language and terms of trade.

By contrast, there is evidence that in civil societies that lack profession-
alization, policy influence of NGOs is low. A case in point is Japan. In
his study on Japanese civil society, Robert Pekkanen shows how a rather
active, but merely locally organized and volunteer-based civil society lacks
the means to exercise institutional influence and ultimately forfeits polit-
ical power (Pekkanen 2006). The “relative lack of professionalization of
Japan’s civil society organizations” (33) does not mean that its civil soci-
ety is small. Yet it fosters dense local volunteer networks at the expense
of professional advocacy. Thus, even a high density of local organiza-
tions cannot make up for organizational professionalism and continuity,
provided by paid full-time staffers and by division of labor. The pull to
professionalize, Pekkanen concludes, is directly related to institutional
influence, because “not just formation and development of social move-
ments, but institutionalization of these movements into organization is a
key variable that affects the development of civil society” (167). The pull
to NGOize, then, is reflected in the kinds of institutionalization processes
that civil societies encounter.

institutionalization

Institutionalization is the second component of NGOization. Insti-
tutionalization of movements can appear in three related contexts:
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(1) organizations’ need to build durable institutions, (2) the political
opportunities to participate in institutional settings of government, and
(3) movement actors having inside careers in government agencies.

In its first, “inner-organizational” meaning, institutionalization en-
compasses all attempts to stabilize an organization. It refers to organi-
zations’ development of consistent norms, functions, and routines so as
to secure their survival. The decision-making process becomes a fixed set
of steps laid down in a charter, routines for repetitive actions become
engrained through institutional learning, and measures are taken to guar-
antee that the survival of the organization does not depend on the presence
of specific individuals. Institutionalized movements pay more attention to
resources and to internal organization-building, leading some movement
scholars to argue that investing in new organizations may direct resources
away from protests (Piven and Cloward 1984; Koopmans 1993) or
increase interorganizational competition (Tarrow 1994; Minkoff 1997).
Organization-building also contributes to NGOs’ openness to interact
with government. In effect, “the higher the degree of organization of civil
society actors, the greater is the likelihood of their behaving co-operatively
towards the state and international organizations” (Take 1999: 19).

The second meaning of institutionalization refers to the political oppor-
tunities created by shifts from government to governance. From the local
to the transnational level, NGOs increasingly are being invited to partic-
ipate in institutional settings such as formal and informal consultations
or expert commissions. NGOs take part in parallel conferences to UN
meetings, they testify at legislative hearings on the national level, and
they sit on municipal boards and commissions. There tend to be rewards
for this kind of institutionalization: An organization’s reputation can be
enhanced by being visible institutionally; its members typically feel recog-
nized and validated by decision makers; and there tends to be increased
policy success associated with overt institutional voice, providing organi-
zations with enhanced legitimacy to speak for certain claims. At the same
time, sitting at the table increases the pull to adjust agendas from what
is considered to be right to what is considered to be feasible; advocacy
thus tends to refrain from taking more principled positions and instead
concentrates on the appropriate means to move one step further toward
any given end.

In a third iteration, institutionalization can mean that movement sup-
porters trade outsider for insider status and enter career tracks in polit-
ical institutions. In the process of becoming government insiders, they
still tend to share movement goals and support movement agendas, thus
helping “institutionalize” that agenda in the inner circuits of political
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decision making. In gender politics, for example, the term “femocrats”
refers to those feminist activists who get jobs within the state and thus
carry movement goals into institutions or adopt feminist movement
goals during their careers (Kantola and Outshoorn 2007). Both Lee Ann
Banaszak, in her study of the U.S. women’s movement inside the fed-
eral government (Banaszak 2010), and John Skrentny, who analyzed the
institutionalization of the civil rights struggle in the 1970s as a successful
“march through the institutions” (Skrentny 2003), emphasize the rele-
vance of institutional insiders who push for social change.

Institutionalization thus provides continuity, proximity to governance
arenas, and partial insider status to civil actors. In all three iterations, insti-
tutionalization advances movement goals and enhances political influ-
ence. At the same time, it has been argued that in this process, movements
“often adjust their goals in order to better fit their resource environments
and survive” (Campbell 2005: 41; also Kriesi 1996). Yet just as impor-
tantly, movements and their organizations adjust strategies and tools to
reach certain goals. NGOization as institutionalization thus contributes
to a refocusing of advocacy; it redirects advocacy from public arenas into
institutional advocacy venues that have been opened up by new gover-
nance modes and enhanced by institutional allies. In effect, altered forms
of agency might alter an organization’s engagement with its publics. And
even though NGOs might be cognizant of this pull and make due effort
not to let institutionalization suffocate public outreach, that pull is diffi-
cult to resist (i.e., Take 1999: 20).

bureaucratization

The third element of NGOization is the turn toward a more bureaucratic
organization of movements. Just as with institutionalization, the pro-
cess of bureaucratization “begins with environmental pressures” (Meyer
and Brown 1977: 365). When welfare states decided to externalize sub-
stantial service provision to outside providers, social movement orga-
nizations were on the frontline of receivership of those contracts. This
produced what McCarthy and Zald termed “bureaucratization of social
discontent” (cited in Jenkins and Eckert 1986: 813) – meaning that
social ruptures felt by poor and marginalized people became encapsu-
lated and insulated in individualized caseworker files and administered
largely through nonprofits that, in that process, bureaucratized their oper-
ations. However, service providers are not the only organizations to tend
to develop bureaucratic structures. Advocacy organizations likewise are
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encouraged by their environment to bureaucratize their operations. They
are expected by funders to establish formal accountability chains; by
conveying charity status, tax authorities require detailed bookkeeping of
financial transactions and internal monitoring of the “dos” and “don’ts”
related to tax-exempt status (see Chapter 4). Civic organizations therefore
feel pulled to instill predictability, functional hierarchies, and monitoring
in their operations. The trade-offs may concern the terms of inclusion of
constituencies and larger publics. Jenkins, in line with previous studies,
argues that “bureaucratic structures provide technical expertise and coor-
dination essential in institutional change efforts but are less effective at
mobilizing ‘grass roots’ participation. Decentralized structures maximize
personal transformation, thereby mobilizing ‘grass roots’ participation
and ensuring group maintenance, but often at the cost of strategic effec-
tiveness” (Jenkins 1983: 542).

Employing case study methods as well as large-scale aggregation, social
movement and nonprofit researchers have substantiated the claim that
“organizational survival hinge(s) on conformity to institutional conven-
tions” (Minkoff and Powell 2006: 596). The cases that Minkoff and
Powell present span such diverse organizations as large SMOs, neigh-
borhood groups, feminist service agencies, and community-based AIDS
organizations in the United States. Other studies have come to similar
conclusions regarding the “adaptive pressures located in broader oppor-
tunity structures” of political institutions (Minkoff and McCarthy 2005:
291). In sum, incentives from “outside patrons” tend to “encourage rou-
tinization and professionalization” (Walker and McCarthy 2010: 319)
and thus fuel NGOization.

If NGOization is induced to some degree by outside patrons through
their funding requirements, then one of the prime incentives for SMOs
to professionalize, institutionalize, and bureaucratize is to acquire legiti-
macy in the eyes of potential donors. We can also assume that, for most
NGOs, increases in funding will in turn produce even stronger commit-
ments to professionalization, institutionalization, and bureaucratization.
Therefore, one strategy to uncover NGOization footprints is to examine
the finances of organizations in civil society.

501(c)(3) tax returns in the united states:
capturing ngoization

I start with the hypothesis that the more the financial volume of an orga-
nization increases, the more professionalized and bureaucratic it will be
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compelled to become in order to run a stable operation. Hence, smaller
organizations that double or triple their budget in a short period of time
would need to make similar adjustments in the same direction (i.e., estab-
lishing more division of labor, increasing hierarchies, hiring more pro-
fessional staff) as larger organizations that dramatically increase their
revenue. Yet obtaining financial information directly from civic orga-
nizations tends to be difficult. A competitive environment generates an
understandable reluctance to share details regarding donors, government-
sponsored programs, or salaries. For the United States, however, it is
possible to deliver “spot checks” of the footprint of NGOization. Every
charitable organization with a 501c(3) status, receiving funds greater
than 25,000 USD per year, is required to file Form I-990 with the Inter-
nal Revenue Service.8 The tax returns of organizations filing I-990 forms
are public records and have been made accessible through the Guidestar
database.9 To substantiate the claim that NGOization occurs across a
wide range of organizations from the local to the national and global
level, we examined the tax returns of a sample of 64 national, statewide,
and local NGOs in the United States from 1998 to 2005.10 For the
national/global sample, we analyzed 34 of the 200 largest charities based
in the United States as listed by Forbes magazine in 2005.11 Addition-
ally, we sampled the 10 largest national organizations in the areas of
housing/urban development and women’s issues. After excluding those
organizations that did not provide full tax return information for each
of the eight years, five organizations remained in each policy field. For
the statewide sample, we took organizations based in Washington State

8 This stipulation means that we could not access data of smaller neighborhood groups
with a yearly income below 25,000 USD. Yet we provide clues in Chapter 6 that point
to NGOization even among these smaller actors (see also Andrews et al. 2010).

9 The Guidestar database can be accessed at http://www.guidestar.org. Being a relatively
recent database, it is not fully comprehensive and thus provided constraints in the
sampling procedure. Our sample is thus not representative: We consider the results it
merely exploratory.

10 This taxonomy is not related to outreach. A local organization might be engaged in a
project in Asia or Latin America. It captures a primary support structure based on how
organizations define their support base as local, regional, or national in scope.

11 Because our interest is in public interest advocacy NGOs, we excluded from the Forbes
200 sample all purely professional organizations, hospitals, museums, libraries, and
religious organizations. The remaining sample was checked in terms of availability of
tax data on the Guidestar database. This led us to the present sample consisting of 34
organizations. For their support with data collection, coding, analysis, and presentation
I owe special thanks to Elisabeth Lyons, Garrett Strain, Aspasia Bartell, Amanda Reynes,
Henrike Knappe, and Elizabeth Zherka.
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that were registered with the Global Washington initiative, which brands
itself as a catalyst for development organizations based in the state.12

We selected a random sample of 23 organizations and collected data
from 6 state-based organizations whose tax returns were available in full
over the same period from 1998 to 2005. For the local sample, we chose
10 housing and urban development NGOs in each of three U.S. cities13

and collected data from 4 to 6 organizations in each city that had avail-
able all I-990 files for that same time period. Even though there is some
debate about the accuracy of reporting and the saliency of filing categories
(Krehely 2001), we understand tax documents to be one meta-level mea-
sure to assess financial conditions and organizational development of the
NGO sector. For our sample of 64 NGOs, we extracted data on income,
employment, fundraising, and lobbying.

Giving to nonprofits rose sharply through the 1990s. Even though “the
subsequent downturn in the stock market tempered the rate of increases”
(Berry and Arons 2003: 2), our data show that, even during harder eco-
nomic times, the financial volume of 501(c)(3) organizations rose steadily,
driven both by increasing government and foundation contributions and
direct public support in the form of charitable donations. In fact, char-
itable giving in the United States dropped for the first time in the past
two decades only in 2008, when it declined by 2 percent over the past
year (Center on Philanthropy 2009). The 1998–2005 tax returns speak
to something akin to “turbo-professionalization” from the local to the
national and global level, showing organizations, on average, more than
doubling available funds in the course of eight years. During those eight
years, total income of the 34 large national and global U.S.-based NGOs
climbed from 2.6 billion to almost 6 billion USD (see Fig. 3.1). They
received the lion’s share of this income, roughly 5 billion USD in 2005,
in the form of donations and foundation grants. During the same period,
management and general expenditures roughly doubled from 152 mil-
lion to 324 million USD. Similar levels of increases can be observed in
NGOs on the local level and among national urban NGOs. Only national
women’s NGOs show a slight dip in income in 2004, after almost dou-
bling their revenues in the previous six years. Even more pronounced,

12 The Global Washington Initiative was founded by the University of Washington, the
Seattle International Foundation, and Washington State University to bring together
public and private partners engaged in global development across Washington State.
Details at http://globalwa.org.

13 I chose the cities in which I did the empirical fieldwork for Chapter 5. For a detailed
profile of Seattle, San Diego, and Oakland see also Chapter 5.
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figure 3.1. Increases in Income for National, State, and Local NGOs, 1998–
2005, from baseline 1998 = 0, in Percentages. Note: N = 64. Source: I-990 data
1998–2005, Guidestar database.

the Washington State organizations in the sample increased their income
over eight years by more than 450 percent.

Over the same time period, expenses did increase (see Fig. 3.2), but
not to the degree that income rose, suggesting NGOs’ responding to the
pressure to deliver cost-effective returns on grants, fees, and donations –
pressure that tended to be translated into organizational restructuring
with increased professionalization, institutionalization, and bureaucrati-
zation.

Another indicator of turbo-professionalization of the nongovernmen-
tal sector is its employee structure. Figure 3.3 shows the overall increases
in management and general compensation for top management, board of
directors, and general staff. This category refers to all salaries related to
providing overall administration to an organization (i.e., preparing for
and holding board meetings; working in office management; dealing with
personnel issues, accounting, and investment activities). These are salaries
that secure the stability of an organization and, although there certainly
will be some overlap, are treated on the I-990 report form separately from
program building and implementation, as well as fundraising.

All types of organizations, except for national women’s organizations,
nearly doubled their management salary expenses over the eight-year
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period. Interestingly, Washington State NGOs’ core salary expenses did
not reflect their 450 percent increase in overall income, for which an
explanation might be found in Figure 3.4. This figure tallies the salaries
for all employees not included in the key management and general com-
pensation category, whom we can assume to be staff added for specific
tasks or on a temporary basis. It shows clearly that Washington State
NGOs tried to manage turbo-professionalization not primarily with an
increase in key managers, but by employing 11 times more additional
midlevel staff in 2005 than in 1998. The Forbes NGOs also increased this
nonessential staff, albeit by a comparatively lower 350 percent, whereas
the other NGOs reported increases between 100 and 150 percent.

Turbo-professionalization is also reflected in increases in fundraising.
As in the previous figures, Washington State NGOs had massive increases
in fundraising expenditures from their baseline in 1998: Figure 3.5
shows increases of almost 1,600 percent over their baseline. The local
and national urban development NGOs had 500 percent and 190 percent
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increases, respectively. National women’s NGOs, as well as the Forbes
NGOs, had only a modest 80 to 90 percent increase. In the Forbes NGOs,
the fact that we see only a small increase might be attributed to historically
large fundraising budgets. In the case of the women’s NGOs, either rela-
tively modest income increases might not bring in enough funds needed
for more fundraising, or there might be deliberate efforts to focus limited
funds on other arenas besides fundraising. Although we cannot answer
this question, the point of this spot check I-990 analysis was to provide
indicators for the increased focus on organizational stability by U.S.-based
NGOs from the local to the national/global level during the past decade.
Turbo-professionalization is evident in impressive increases in income,
management, and salaried staff. One of the root causes of the “inward
orientation” that the Harwood Study proclaimed might be the intense
effort to cope with the massive expansion of these organizations.

Although the data unveil an empirical footprint of NGOization, bring-
ing together NGOs of different sizes and missions in a sample that tracks
raw financial data has its drawbacks. A global player such as Habitat for
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Humanity operates in a very different environment from a Seattle-based
local NGO such as Bahia Street. Moreover, solely assessing financial
volume does not provide us with narrative about the dynamics inside
such expanding organizations. Fortunately, a number of qualitative stud-
ies that have explored the internal fabric of SMOs and NGOs relate
some of the tensions entailed by a move toward professionalized struc-
tures. Amnesty International is an organization that traditionally relied
on individual volunteer work and direct action such as letter writing
and activist researchers. Stephen Hopgood has documented in detail the
frustration within Amnesty International during its professionalization
phase: “At the beginning, there was no meaningful distinction between
staff and members; all were unpaid. As the staffers were transformed into
employees, they kept (and passed on) a commitment to the ethos that
was not professional but vocational (‘not a job, but a life choice’). It was
a calling” (Hopgood 2006: 16). This culture changed with professional-
ization and the integration of employees who had “commercial skills,”
but not necessarily the “heartbeat” of an activist. Today, the “keepers
of the flame form a kind of amateur (vocationally oriented) profession
inside a bureaucracy” (17), evident in one exasperated activist’s outburst
in 2003: “I don’t know when or what moment they handed the flame
to a small number of paid staff!” (10). Even though reliance on profes-
sionalized voice does not eclipse the moral claim-making of Amnesty, its
privileging of expert and commercial knowledge over moral claims in
recent years has stabilized the organization and has opened entry into
institutional governance arenas. Other advocacy NGOs also have experi-
enced these tensions. Jeff Atkinson relates how Oxfam uses its ability to
conduct surveys and research to open up formerly closed political doors
(Atkinson 2007), thus supporting organizations in the global South that
do not have the same “capacities and skills to research and use evidence
in policy processes” (2006 report of the Overseas Development Institute
cited in Atkinson 2007: 69) while at the same time presenting itself as
a desirable ally to political institutions. Professionalization, institutional-
ization, and bureaucratization serve Oxfam and others as a conduit for
internal reproduction and external legitimacy.

ngoization in emerging civil societies

NGOization is not limited to Northern or Western societies. A similar
“intensifying push towards greater professionalization” (SustainAbility
2003: 25) of civil society is at work in the political transformations of
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Central and Eastern European (CEE) states and Eurasia. In these parts
of the world, NGOization is primarily driven by foreign donors such
as Western governments and philanthropic foundations. Epistemologies,
structures, and institutions of Western civil society are imported and
mapped onto rather unsettled and culturally diverse civic landscapes. A
case in point is Russia, where the post–Cold War era saw a massive
international interest in democratization brought about by the estab-
lishment of a domestic civil society (Mendelson and Glenn 2002; Hen-
derson 2003; Hemment 2004, 2007). After 1989, thousands of NGOs
were created with the support of foreign donors. By 2007, the Com-
mittee on Statistics of the Russian Federation reported that there were
at least 665,000 registered noncommercial NGOs operating in Russia
(Klitsounova 2008: 2).14 In the decade between 1992 and 2002, the U.S.
government alone funded democracy and civil society projects in 12 post-
Soviet states costing almost a billion dollars (U.S. Department of State
1995–2003). Between 1992 and 1998, USAID provided approximately
92 million USD to civil society in the former Soviet Union; George Soros’
Open Society Institute supported Russian civil society with more than 56
million USD, and many other foundations such as the McArthur and the
Charles Stewart Mott Foundation added to this new civic wealth (Hen-
derson 2003: 7).15 In addition, the European Union contributed yearly
budgets of 30 million EURO for the development of Russian civil society
in 2007 and 2008 (Sholkwer 2009).

As Sada Aksartova observed during her fieldwork on Russian NGOs,
Western donor influence fostered Russian NGOs’ embrace of a similar
style of professionalized office and employee culture as their Western
counterparts, albeit on a much lower financial scale: “Salaries measuring
in the hundreds, not thousands, of dollars, although modest by Western
standards, put employees of such NGOs in relatively high-income brack-
ets locally. No less important are the physical surroundings afforded by
Western grants that include well-appointed office space in a nice location
equipped with computers, faxes, photocopiers, etc.” (Aksartova 2005: 4).
The insignia of professionalism contributed to the legitimacy that in turn
was needed to acquire funding. An article in an online Russian magazine,

14 The accuracy of this data cannot be confirmed because it is unclear how many registered
NGOs are indeed operative.

15 Henderson quotes a USAID official’s explanation that “civil society at that time was
either nascent or nonexistent in most countries of the region. . . . We decided early on that
vigorous USAID support for local nongovernmental organizations would be a critical
element of strengthening civil society in the region” (Henderson 2003: 7).
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giving NGOs advice about how to obtain a grant, is quite explicit about
the appropriate appearance and employees’ habitus in a successful NGO
operation: “Your organization must have an office. The office should
have a respectable, European look. It must have a fax machine, Xerox,
computers, Internet; it should be clean and comfortable, and you should
treat visitors politely. In short, your office would resemble a business
office but be a bit more modest. It is important not to overdo it” (cited
in Aksartova 2009:5). The matrix for this piece of advice was donor
expectations: The donors expected to encounter an upwardly mobile,
fully service-oriented, professional environment exhibiting all the regalia
of a trustworthy business enterprise.16 Moreover, the outward symbols
of professionalization were complemented by Russian NGO workers’
efforts to develop a professional habitus. In consequence, agencies like
the NGO Development Center in Russia evolved from serving as general
clearinghouses for NGO-related matters to teaching more specific person-
to-person skills such as “managing effective meetings, time management
and training for administrative staff” (SustainAbility 2003). They helped
create what Henderson calls a “civic oligarchy” (Henderson 2003: 9),
thus reinforcing economic inequalities instead of addressing them.

For international donors, quantifiable indicators of success were
“NGOs established, people trained, photocopying machines distributed,
websites created, Internet accounts used, projects conducted, reports
issued etc.” (Aksartova 2005: 7). Thus, the formula that signals “money
well spent” to donors was the formula that only organizations with a
high level of professionalized operations could employ:

Once an NGO succeeds in winning a multi-thousand-dollar grant, it is under-
standably determined to continue winning them in the future because few other
opportunities in Moscow . . . guarantee similar levels of economic security com-
bined with similar moral rewards. This is not to cast doubt on NGO activists’
commitment to what they do or to overstate material benefits. . . . Rather, the point
is that the conception of what constitutes the NGO is wedded to a particular style
of work that was made possible by – and, for the time being, would be impossi-
ble without – multi-thousand-dollar grants provided by foreign aid agencies and
Western foundations. Any other mode of functioning becomes unimaginable, and
great efforts are expended on cultivating relations with the donors and assuring
the NGOs’ organizational survival. (Aksartova 2005: 6)

16 I identify these regalia of trustworthiness later in the context of what Habermas calls
a “refeudalization” of the public sphere (Habermas 1989). Publicity production in this
refeudalized public relies on attributes similar to the publicity of feudal societies such
as insignia (the Xerox machine), dress and demeanor (the professional), and rhetoric
(donor speak).
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With organizational reproduction at the core of an NGO’s mission
and the sources of funds for stabilizing its operation relatively limited,
much energy had to be devoted to a set of endeavors that have not been
created endogenously, but have been blueprinted off the “civil society”
charts of the West. As Sarah Henderson observed in her fieldwork on Rus-
sian women’s NGOs, “In visiting groups’ premises, it was obvious that
women’s groups spent an inordinate amount of time producing material
for the Ford Foundation in order to prove that they had been active with
their grant money. The groups became so focused on producing ‘results’
for the foundation that they rarely stopped to consider the qualitative
impact of their work; nor were there any incentives to do so” (Hen-
derson 2003: 142). The same sentiment was shared by interviewees for
the case study in Chapter 6 in Poland. One interviewee estimated that
about 50 percent of NGO working time goes into the reproduction of the
organization proper (KARAT 2008; Appendix 2). “Professional NGOs
propagated by American donors are vehicles for specific conceptions of
associationalism and state-society interactions for which often there is no
pre-existing vocabulary and literal translation is impossible” (Aksartova
2005: 12).

Even though the research on Russia demonstrates the massive effort to
invest in an NGO-led civil society, resonance in the population has been
limited. A survey in 2001 indicated that 55 percent of Russians had never
heard the term “civil society” and that 74 percent of Russians could still
not name a single charity (Henderson 2003: 55). The types of organiza-
tions that were built and supported by international donors, following
the blueprints of the West, were often considered elitist, upscale, and
uncommitted to the real lives of Russians. No doubt, Russian NGOized
civil society has helped establish a politicized and well-trained profes-
sionalized class of citizens – citizens who take on enormous risks in their
encounters with the structures of a managed democracy. Yet the need to
establish legitimacy by focusing on a limited range of activities within
a professionalized environment, driven substantially by donor requests,
might have inhibited a more public-spirited and outreach-oriented focus
of this sector of Russian civil society. The donor-defined mandate was
geared less toward public engagement and more toward establishing a
professional civic entrepreneurial class.

This orientation, in turn, did not bolster the perceived presence of
NGOs in Russian public life. In a countrywide study in 2006, 68 percent
of Russians said they did not feel protected by the law, yet only 4 per-
cent would turn to human rights NGOs for assistance in case of human
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rights abuses (Klitsounova 2008: 4). Less than 10 percent of Russians
in a representative poll think that NGOs should even be active in the
areas of human rights and in supporting citizen initiatives and local self-
government (Klitsounova 2008: 5). What Klitsounova calls a “failure of
public communication” is a failure to practice substantial public advo-
cacy and outreach. This lack of NGO engagement with constituents’
needs and the lack of efforts to stimulate the growth of Russian publics
are co-produced by donor rationales mitigated by NGOization processes.
The turn from such “institutional monocropping” (Evans 2004) – that is,
the imposition of institutional blueprints – to the idea that public debate
and exchange have to be at the center of any trajectory of social change
and democratization has been slow to take root in major donor com-
munities. A similar criticism is leveled at NGOs from the global South
whose focus on donors, instead of on their grassroots constituencies and
their groups, is considered by many analysts to be “the greatest threat to
southern NGOs’ ability to act as effective intermediaries, and to empower
grassroots groups as part of civil society development” (Edwards
2004: 86).

the effects of ngoization

NGOization has mixed consequences for the sector’s performance. As
policy influence tends to increase, publicness – but not necessarily pub-
licity – suffers. On the positive side, the focus on developing professional
expertise and acquiring adequate resources for turning the NGO into
a stable organization can support moral claim-making with fact-driven
claims. Being seen as competent and reliable experts in governance are-
nas might facilitate access to institutional contexts; this access in turn
can mean more informed NGO strategies on how to achieve policy suc-
cess. The argument presented here does not dispute these gains; instead,
it points toward a more ephemeral, less tangible consequence that has
implications for civil society and the public sphere. NGOs that attempt to
influence political institutions, while preserving their organizational foot-
print and their good standing in governance contexts, will be compelled
more often to choose means involving expertise in internal negotiations
rather than means that involve controversial public campaigns or other
tools to activate constituencies. Moreover, what actually constitutes an
NGO “constituency” might come to be defined as one’s donor commu-
nity rather than as those affected by an NGO’s action. Increased effi-
ciency can be seen in management, campaign organizing, and lobbying,
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yet substantive contact with constituents and larger publics might be
reduced (Frantz and Martens 2006: 127).

In sum, the pull to NGOize has consequences for the kinds of publics
that NGOs stand for and contribute to. Professionalizing, institutional-
izing, and bureaucratizing one’s operation might lead to a preference for
PR instead of public engagement. In terms of advocacy, NGOization sug-
gests a focus on policy change by institutional negotiation among experts
rather than by involving NGOs’ constituencies.

Public Relations Replacing Public Engagement

NGOization tends to increase strategic dimensions at the expense of sub-
stantive dimensions in the relationship between organizations and their
publics. This change might be reflected in the way internal discussions are
managed, as well as in the actual productive engagements with affected
constituents. As noted in the Harwood study cited earlier, the “inward”
perspective of NGOs signals the disappearance of publicness and the
packaging of messages in terms of publicity or PR concepts. Unlike the
publics of social movements, whose internal debates for the most part
“have been out there for all to see” (Taylor 1998: 48), NGOized orga-
nizations privilege boardrooms and closed door meetings for discussions
about crucial issues such as strategies, message, and organizing tools.
They use strategic communication tools to address constituents and com-
munities; in effect, PR often replaces substantive discursive engagement
(Evers 2009). If the majority of events or interactions with selected publics
are meticulously crafted in message and display, then chances of creating
a “listening” environment and getting real input from these publics are
reduced.

PR experts Morris and Goldsworthy (2008: 125) argue that the cred-
ibility and influence of campaigns run by NGOs are based on their “per-
ceived altruism” and thus on the notion that NGOs indeed are made up
of careful listeners who take up causes on behalf of others. Yet in an era
of increasing competition among NGOs for public attention and money,
crafting a message that speaks “altruism” might become more important
than actually engaging in altruistic behavior. NGOs, moreover, have an
image advantage in comparison with private business or governments
in that their PR techniques and messages are much less challenged than
those of business or political institutions: “The notion that NGO actions
are selfless, in contrast to profit-obsessed corporations or power-hungry
politicians, is pervasive, and is reflected in the greater degree of trust they
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attract. It gives them enormous PR clout, and so it is certainly time for
critics of the role of PR in contemporary societies to subject NGOs to
more searching examination” (125).

As early as the 1960s, Jürgen Habermas interpreted the turn from crit-
ical publicity to PR in terms of a “refeudalization of the public sphere.”
In a refeudalized public sphere, he argued, “publicity loses its critical
function in favor of a staged display; even arguments are transmuted into
symbols to which again one can not respond by arguing but only by iden-
tifying with them” (Habermas 1989: 206). NGOs might actually be well
positioned to combine symbols with communicative substance. They are
mostly run by people who deliberately choose careers in a civic sector
over business; they stand for causes that are in some subpublics’ interest;
and they work “on behalf of,” instead of for their own profit. Yet, refeu-
dalized conditions of the public sphere are incentivizing the NGO sector
to forfeit public voice in favor of putting massive energy into creating
symbols – not necessarily but often at the expense of substantive dialogue.
I submit that refeudalization is generated by a specific incentive structure
and by a focus on policy success under conditions of limited resources
within basic neoliberal paradigms. NGOization provides disincentives to
foster resource ties with an NGO’s publics that go beyond donations.17

“Representative publicity of the old type is not thereby revived; but it
still lends certain traits to a refeudalized public sphere of civil society
whose characteristic feature . . . is that the large-scale organizers in state
and society ‘manage the propagation of their positions’” (200). PR of
NGOs thus does not “hold court” in a strict sense, but at the same time,
if solely publicity focused, it does not genuinely engage constituencies.
Under conditions of NGOization, an organization’s overall concern is
with finding venues to display its public prestige.

Large NGOs employ professional PR firms; small NGOs often hire PR
consultants for specific projects. Oxfam United Kingdom, for example, in
2008 hired Weber-Shandwick, one of the leading global PR agencies with

17 McAdam and Scott analyze the effect of resource dependence within the U.S. civil
rights movement: “The embrace of more radical goals, tactics, and rhetoric by two of
the Big Five – the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) and the Student Non-violent
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) – exposed both to the dangers of external resource
dependence, leading to the wholesale withdrawal of liberal financial support. Neither
group was able to offset this loss with stronger resource ties to the black community,
thus depriving the movement of much of the tactical energy and innovation that had
fueled action campaigns in the early sixties” (McAdam and Scott 2005: 34).
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128 offices in 78 countries, explicitly to “reinvigorate its engagement with
the British public” (Cartmell 2008). Weber Shandwick’s lead consultant
explained that the agency would “use its expertise to build Oxfam into
more of a lifestyle brand.” One outgrowth of the strategic consultancy
contract was Oxfam’s launch of a new branding strategy in April 2008,
coded as “Be Humankind.” As the journal PR Week interpreted the
contract with Weber-Shandwick, “this marks a deliberate attempt to
move Oxfam’s focus away from world problems, towards good news
stories, focused on solutions” (Cartmell 2008: 1).

Civil society advocacy tends to relocate from publicly visible places
into conference rooms, hearings, and testimonials. Conversely, the “pub-
lic face” of many civic organizations comes to be defined by professional-
ized PR logic. This might be an effective way to advance a specific change
agenda, but as we look toward not only effectiveness but also citizen voice
in civil society, the question of “who speaks, where, for whom?” needs to
be the focal point of any investigation into the NGO sector’s democratic
quality. The most visible NGOs have recruited professional “brand man-
agers” to “enhance the clarity of thinking and communications behind
NGO brands” (SustainAbility 2003: 16). Even in organizations that have
historically resisted any sign of co-optation and alliances with states or
accepting state funding, the brand has taken central stage in relations
with their publics: Hopwood finds in his study on Amnesty International
that

the movement now talks of the Amnesty brand, the commodification of its hard-
won status, [which] seems an almost sacrilegious association of something so
pure with the ultimate profanity – money. There is, for example, an Amnesty
Platinum Visa Card, available to IS staff and Amnesty International United King-
dom (AIUK) members (described as ‘attractive, silver and bearing the AI candle
logo’). I mentioned the word brand to a former and very senior IS manager, who
visibly blanched and said ‘so people use that language now, really? (Hopgood
2006: 10ff.)

Although civically committed NGO workers might struggle with the cor-
poratizing logic underlying some of these PR strategies, that logic seems
to be the way of the future, in effect producing a rather “flattened out
version of civil society” (Chandhoke 2003: 9).

One of the most recent examples of “publicity takeover” is the world-
wide TckTckTck campaign for climate justice under the sponsorship of
former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan. The campaign, which brought
together scores of celebrities and powerful transnational NGOs, is in fact
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managed by two global advertising agencies18 whose other clients include
Novartis and Aventis (two major biotech corporations), Shell and Gen-
eral Electric (two major conventional energy giants), EDF (the world’s
leading nuclear power company), and Unilever and Nestle. Other Tck-
TckTck corporate partners are Coca Cola and RBS, the main financier
of the Canadian tar sands projects.19 These corporate sponsorships led
activists to express profound frustration at what they perceived to be
undue influence of PR experts:

The mainstream environmental movement is no longer led by visionaries,
thinkers, activists. (Was it at one time? I would like to think so.) It is clearly
being shaped and defined by advertising firms. From top to bottom – it is being
led by advertising executives – people whose expertise is ensuring corporate profit
and growth at every quarter. I would argue that the mainstream environmental
movement is no longer based on truth. In the past activism was based on what was
‘right’ both ethically and morally – not on what the polls stated public perception
would be. Today, polling is now done by most of the bigger NGOs before they
message anything. Imagine the information Euro RSCG could collect through the
TckTckTck campaign to give their other clients valuable insight of the millions
of concerned citizens showing interest for the environment.20

Within the environmental movement, there is increasing concern over
what is called “greenwashing” – the adoption of NGO PR avatars by com-
panies to foster engagement, while at the same time employing economic
strategies that are based on exploitation of the environment. Whereas
some NGOs insist that such coalitions are instrumental in moving envi-
ronmental issues from the green table into practical settings, others scru-
tinize and criticize not only the compromises these strategies inevitably
entail but also their effects on publicness and public perceptions of the
NGO sector. NGOs thus walk a fine line as they employ strategic com-
munication tools to reach out to broad constituencies. Doing so might
mean forming alliances with powerful partners who bring the money for
these tools to the table, while facing strategic decisions about public advo-
cacy strategies that might target these very companies that are campaign
allies.

18 Havas and EuroRSCG. RSCG, according to the 2008 Advertising Age Global Marketers
Report, has 233 offices across the globe, specializing in advertising, digital, marketing,
PR, and corporate communications.

19 In tar sand projects, petroleum is extracted out of partially consolidated sandstone
and in the process generates massive greenhouse gases. Major sites are in Canada and
Russia. Part of the communication on “the wrong kind of green” can be found at http://
thewrongkindofgreen.wordpress.com/2010/03/14/communication-to-tcktcktck-partner
-sustainable-environment-ecological-development-society-seeds-india-feb-10th-2010/.

20 Activist comments on a blog; see fn. 14.
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From Activism to Advocacy

A second and related effect of NGOization is that movements-turned-
NGOs tend to switch their communication and action repertoire from
activism to advocacy.21 Advocacy conjures images of experts who assess
specific spheres of influence and target specific goals and institutions.
Activism, by contrast, at times might make specific demands; often, how-
ever, activists raise their voice without direct instrumental implications
(see Chapter 1). Activists might question power without offering imme-
diate alternatives, or they might challenge the political process as such.
When culture jammers subvert the Nike logo to unsettle the company’s
brand, or when students across Europe stage sleep-ins at their universi-
ties to protest the commodification of public education, specific policy
goals take a back seat to a more general contestation of perceived
hegemonies of cultural and economic paradigms. In such events, what
Lipschutz calls the “repoliticization of constitutive politics” takes place.
Constitutive politics addresses the very terms of participation in a politi-
cal system. Emphasizing constitutive over redistributive politics means to
refuse to be solely concerned with the limited alternatives that redistribu-
tion of social goods provide and instead to demand renewal of the very
foundations on which late modern polities are built (Lipschutz and Rowe
2005; Lipschutz 2006: 49ff.).

Employing advocacy frames instead of activism frames thus signals
more than a shift in political strategy. It indicates a changing relation-
ship not only with political power but also with an NGO’s constituency
and with wider publics; it signals a tendency to practice speaking for
instead of engaging with. This shift frames engagement with constituents
in terms of a contract to represent rather than a coming together of critical
voices. And it compels NGOs to offer pragmatic policy solutions within
the confines of existing policy options instead of pursuing more general
social, economic, and political change agendas. In terms of NGOs’ profes-
sional ethos, it entails a “growing tension between a “24/7” and a “9–5”
approach” (SustainAbility 2003: 25), oscillating between commitment to
a social and political cause and a professionalized, more disengaged work
ethic.

21 Mary Kaldor distinguishes between an activist conception of civil society embodied by
social movements and a neoliberal conception represented by NGOs (Kaldor 2003a).
Whereas NGOization certainly fits the neoliberal paradigm in its tendency to commod-
ify social injustices (Rai 2004), there are also NGOs subverting neoliberal logics (see
Chapter 4). NGOs thus are not bound to the neoliberal agenda, but profoundly shaped
by it.
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Inside more professionalized organizations, the turn from activism
to advocacy may result in a more expert-oriented and donor-friendly
communication style and a language that articulates social problems in
the idioms of donor- and issue-specific expert cultures rather than in
the language of public contestation and power. Turning to Russia again,
Aksartova finds that NGOization produces a specific linguistic repertoire
that organizations learn in order to acquire funds and status: In practical
circles it is called “donor-speak.” As a native of Russia, she conducted
her interviews in Russian, yet many of the catchwords of successful NGO
acquisition strategies appeared “anglosized”:

My interviewees’ speech was peppered with English words, such as grant (grant in
Russian), advocacy (edvocasi), fundraising (fandraizing), gender issues (gendernye
problemy), etc. . . . In a typical donor-NGO Russian-language publication . . . not
only examples are drawn from American institutional experience, the style of
argumentation is American, many of the words used are neologisms, and even
orthography and syntax often follow American rather than Russian conventions.
(Aksartova 2009: 171)

Similar linguistic adaptation processes occur among NGOs in the
European Union. Certain catchwords such as “work packages,” “mod-
ules,” “best practices,” or “good governance,” even though their meaning
is often not clear even to those initiated in EU rhetoric, are part of the
gold standard of grant applications and frequently find their entry into
public presentations of NGOs.

The language of advocacy is also connected to a certain style of pre-
sentation, consisting mostly of accounts of “what we did/do for you”
instead of “how you can engage with us.” The inward direction of orga-
nizational reproduction and of donor demands leads NGOs to present
cleaned-up success narratives of conferences, meetings, and venues in
which the organization represented a specific issue (see Chapter 6). In
contrast to activism involving multidimensional goals and often failing
to yield measureable results, advocacy is primarily motivated by and
follows the logic of success. Even though organization theory has long
emphasized the importance of learning through failure, NGOs are in a
structurally bad position to admit to failure. There is anxiety about the
organization’s public reputation, about repercussions such as failing to
get new grant money, and, ultimately, about not being able to compete
with other NGOs whose reports will confirm that they “successfully”
perform the tasks that they have set out to accomplish. In donor logics,
failure is not rewarded; therefore it cannot be displayed.
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Likewise, governments rarely talk about the failure of cooperation
efforts with NGOs (Carothers 2002). In fact, government agencies them-
selves fall victim to the culture of success, because obtaining higher bud-
gets requires corroborating a success story that serves as legitimacy for
the agency. This, in turn, puts NGOs in position as the next in line to put
forward legitimizing narratives for why they need to receive further fund-
ing. NGOs thus are forced to succeed, because otherwise their funding
streams will dry out.

The combination of all these features threatens the saliency of NGO
advocacy on three fronts: first, by raising the stakes (e.g., organiza-
tional costs and funder dependency) in practicing any kind of advo-
cacy; second, by pushing advocacy toward semi-privatized, institution-
ally confined settings of government offices and business boardrooms;
and third, by equating successful advocacy primarily with policy results
and much less with public mobilization. The last problem is exacerbated
by government and business making “advocacy without publics” palat-
able to NGOs; in these institutionalized contexts, they are recognized as
“naturalized” representatives of those for whom they advocate.

A report for the European Commission in 2006 on successful partner-
ships between private companies and citizens’ organizations in Europe
concluded that in corporate–NGO social-responsibility–oriented partner-
ships, 56.3 percent of respondents from both sectors stated that the bene-
ficiaries of the partnership – the citizens that were advocated for and that
were supposed to profit from these partnerships – had not been involved
in the decisions concerning the partnership itself (see Table 3.2). In more

table 3.2 Involvement of Beneficiaries in Decision Making in Corporate
Social Responsibility Partnerships between Private Companies and
NGOs in the EU, 2006

Kind of Involvement of
Beneficiaries All % Companies % NGOs %

Asking about needs 33.4 30.0 35.7
Giving feedback 25.0 20.0 28.6
Involvement in project 20.8 20.0 21.4
Indirect 20.8 30.0 14.3
total 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: N = 36 partnerships in eight countries.
Source: European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities
2006: Not Alone: A Research on Successful Partnerships between Private Companies and
Citizens’ Organizations in Europe. Final Report. Brussels, p. 42.
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than half of the cases, the constituents and recipients were involved nei-
ther in program building, goal formulation, nor execution of corporate
social responsibility programs (European Commission 2006: 41).

The report points out that partnerships in which NGOs represented
constituencies that in turn were never consulted might contain a self-
referential and thus exclusive component:

This information raises some concerns. . . . The fact that more than half of the
partnerships did not involve the beneficiaries in the decision-making process is
clearly not positive. Moreover, it raises questions on the innovative characteris-
tics, which partnerships should have. One explanation for this could be that the
presence of a citizen-based organization might be considered by both partners
as an indirect element of representation of the voice and needs of the intended
beneficiaries. Whatever the reason, this is an element that may involve a risk of
partnerships being self-referential; a risk which should be carefully considered.
(European Commission 2006: 42)

The same trend toward exclusion of beneficiaries has been found in
a recent survey among managers of development NGOs (see Fig. 3.6).
When asked about their interaction with constituents, almost 50 percent
reported seeing no or hardly any system in place to secure feedback on

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Implement systems for ge�ng feedback
from their cons�tuents?

Adapt their work on the basis of feedback
from their cons�tuents?

Implement systems for ge�ng feedback
from their primary cons�tuents?

Adapt their work on the basis of feedback
from their primary cons�tuents?

Publicly report feedback from their
cons�tuents?

Publicly report feedback from their primary
cons�tuents?

From your experience, to what extent do organiza�ons working in the 
development sector around the world currently 
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2
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Very Much

Don't Know

figure 3.6. What Managers of NGOs in International Development Say about
Their Interaction with Constituents. Source: Adapted with permission from Key-
stoneaccountability.org, a nonprofit specializing in performance and account-
ability of the NGO sector at http://www.keystoneaccountability.org/node/365
(accessed April 3, 2011).
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their programs from those targeted and primarily affected. Even more
managers (63 percent) never or hardly ever publicly reported feedback
from their primary constituents.

In both these cases, advocacy status can be assumed and maintained
without actually having strong connections and feedback mechanisms in
place from one’s constituencies. As the next chapter shows, one of the
ways to nurture stronger ties between NGOs and their constituents would
be for governments and businesses to demand and enable stronger ties
with affected communities. These ties should be seen as a major feature
of NGO accountability. Yet discussions of the sector’s accountability
have settled squarely on the donor–NGO relationship, subsequently neg-
lecting NGO–constituency ties and thus the public accountability of the
sector.

conclusion

Civil society cannot be considered independently of its very material
organizational and discursive forms. This chapter has established that
the NGOization of civil society entails a restructuring toward more
professionalized, institutionalized, and bureaucratized collective action.
Because of the imperative of producing policy results, which is sup-
ported by funders and reproduced within NGOs, this change in form
is often overlooked or legitimized. If NGOization guarantees heightened
NGO influence and good policy results, where is the problem? The prob-
lem, I argue, is that this change in form has effects on the kinds of
publics that NGOized civil society creates, interacts with, and sustains.
What has been called NGOs’ “nuisance potential” (Donini 2006) is thus
often tamed by intra-organizational as well as political and economic
logics (Alston 1994 cited in Jaeger 2007). This explains why the 2009
Harwood study finds NGOs enveloped in “inwardness.” Engagement
with publics is usually defined according to the needs and interests of the
organization, and not those of their constituents or communities. More-
over, none of the NGO leaders in the Harwood study saw “community
engagement as a core competency necessary to ensure organizational sta-
bility” (Harwood 2009: 3). Most funding reinforces the “Organization-
First approach” because it is “tied almost exclusively to program
expansion and implementation, so funding priorities often determine
organizational focus” (4). According to one NGO leader, “There are
few grant RFPs (Requests for Proposals) for engagement or community
building work. It is very difficult to develop capacities when funding is all
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about the delivery of programs” (6). Ultimately, donor funding is about
“showing impact,” and because contributing to public debate is not easily
quantifiable, an interviewee consequently states, “No one cares. It’s just
process” (7). The incentives and structures created by NGOization reward
inwardnesss and an “organization-first” approach (18). NGOization
thus poses risks to forming and sustaining democratic publics.



4

Limits to NGO Advocacy in the Public Sphere

We think about how dependent the public is on good government . . . but
we lose sight of how much good government needs a good public.

David Mathews1

Like all organizations, NGOs are learning communities. Hence, privi-
leging institutional over public advocacy takes place within a continuous
reading of an organization’s environment and by carefully assessing avail-
able options.2 Chapter 3 focused on the inner-organizational rationales
that are in play as NGOs make decisions on advocacy strategies. This
chapter presents a complementary narrative by exploring broader legal,
political, and social conditions that formally or informally shape NGO
advocacy. These conditions are not equally imposing across different
environments and organizations, and they influence NGOs to varying
degrees. The goal of this chapter is not to make sweeping generalizations
that fault NGOs for not mobilizing publics at all, but rather to under-
stand why a substantial number seems to be more at home in institutional
advocacy arenas despite widely held assumptions about their represent-
ing specific constituencies and being their public voice. The four sets
of conditions that, I propose, most contribute to disincentivizing public
advocacy by NGOs are (1) the legal regulatory environment; (2) limited

1 David Mathews, President of the Kettering Foundation, cited in Attafuah (2007: 2).
2 Organizational learning is based on past successes or failures; thus we can presume that

advocacy strategies depend to some degree on the memory of “what worked” previously
and “what did not.” This is in line with the theory of historical institutionalism and
in particular the analysis of path dependency via increased returns and the creation of
positive feedback loops (i.e., Pierson 2000).
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technocratic or political perspectives on NGO representativeness or
accountability; (3) depoliticized civic engagement practices; and (4) non-
responsive media.

In much of the following argument, states, and governments as their
primary institutional face, are central actors. It should be noted, however,
that the state is not conceived of as a monolithic and autonomous institu-
tion, but as linked into multifaceted, changing, and sometimes paradoxi-
cal relationships with society. Employing a “process-oriented view of the
state-in-society” (Migdal 2001: 232) enables us to see not only how state
and civil society continuously make, challenge, and change each other but
also how state actors operate inside civil society and vice versa. This is
a departure from the strict state–civil society dichotomy that, as we saw
in Chapter 2, has dominated most post-1989 analytical frameworks.3 If
states and civil society constitute each other and in doing so can enable
or block each other (Chandhoke 2003: 24), then the question becomes
what kind of enabling and blocking conditions we can identify that would
allow NGOs to – or discourage them from – generating and mobilizing
publics. The argument presented here builds on Sending and Neumann’s
proposal that any attempt to understand the role of organizations in
civil society “requires an approach that can theorize about the specific
relations between state and non-state actors and about the logic of the
processes of governance” (2006: 652). The intention is to contribute to a
theory of NGOs in relation to governance by focusing first on legal regu-
lations and accountability challenges, then on the culture of volunteering
as a specific citizenship practice encouraged by late modern governance,
and finally on the role of the media in awarding relevance to nonstate
actors.

legal regulations

Legal regulation of the NGO sector is still the prerogative of nation-states
and will remain so into the foreseeable future. This needs to be kept in

3 Gellner, for example, defines civil society as “that set of diverse non-governmental institu-
tions which is strong enough to counterbalance the state” and “prevent[s] the state from
dominating and atomizing the rest of society” (Gellner 1994: 32). In this view, NGOs
are part of the bulwark that protects society against the state. The problem of such a
polarized conception of states and civil society (which often treats the market as the third
independent entity) is that it might conceal more than it might reveal (for a similar point
see Smith and Lipsky 1993 and Salamon 1995).
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mind, particularly in light of the later discussion on the emergence of a
transnational or global civil society. The nation-state prerogative entails
decisions as to what is a charitable purpose, what kinds of activities
citizens are allowed to support with tax-exempt contributions, and at
what point NGOs breach their stated purpose. Such regulatory policies
are drafted in national legislatures or executive branches and enforced
by government agencies and the courts. Although there have been ini-
tiatives within the European Union to establish an EU-based transna-
tional charitable legal status in the form of a European Association,
none has succeeded so far. In 2006, the European Commission withdrew
a proposal for the establishment of a European Association after some
member states actively protested and others practiced passive nonengage-
ment (Breen 2008). Of the 27 member states of the EU, only Poland,
Slovenia, and the Netherlands allow residents’ donations to another
member state’s NGOs to be tax deductible, 16 member states restrict
deductibility of charitable donations to domestic NGOs, and eight states
allow cross-border donations as tax deductible in very limited circum-
stances (57). Across the EU and beyond, nation-states still hold defini-
tional power as to which NGO causes are deemed to be public interest
causes and therefore should be supported by the polity through allowing
tax deductions. Depending on the country in which they gain official sta-
tus, NGOs face different sets of legal restrictions that regulate their role
as actors engaging in institutional and public advocacy. Generally, NGOs
receive charitable tax status through national tax laws or not-for-profit
laws. The following brief overview of national laws and their impact on
NGOs is intended to provide insight into what exactly is being regulated
in the relationship among NGOs, citizens, and the state and how these
legal regulations shape advocacy.

In the United States, charitable nonprofits are legal entities under the
1986 Internal Revenue Code § 501(c)(3) if they are founded and operated
exclusively for “religious, charitable, scientific, testing for public safety,
literary, or educational purposes.”4 Yet charitable status has a price,
part of which is restrictions on lobbying legislative bodies at all levels
of government. Charities are allowed to educate their constituents, but
there is a legal line not to be crossed: They are not to become advocates

4 Internal Revenue Service Code Section 501(c)(3). Not all nonprofits have charity status;
some, such as unions or trade associations, are exempt from federal income tax, but are
not eligible to receive tax-deductible charitable contributions (Mayer 2011: 3).
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for these constituents’ causes in legislative settings. As Jeffrey Berry and
David Arons forcefully argue in their study A Voice for Nonprofits,
“What non-profits are not supposed to do is to represent their clients
before legislators. Feed them, just don’t lobby for better anti-hunger pro-
grams. Heal them, just don’t try to lobby for changing the health care
system. This is the essence of American law on nonprofits” (2003: 4).
Moreover, the U.S. regulatory practice is complicated by legal ambiguity:
The 501(c)(3) status does not completely forbid lobbying, but only any
“substantial” amount of lobbying.5 The vast majority of U.S.-based non-
profits choose not to take any risk: 95% of NGOs that file I-990 forms
claim that they do not lobby at all.6 A survey in 2000 of nonprofit lead-
ers who had filed tax returns with the I-990 form found that more than
two-thirds wrongly believed that their NGOs were not allowed to do any
lobbying if they received government funding (Berry and Arons 2003).
The authors cite comments from interviews that accompanied the sur-
vey that reflect a striking level of ignorance or false conviction regarding
the ability to lobby: “[We can’t] be involved in lobbying as a nonprofit
because we receive government grants” (60).7 This wrong judgment is
the result of the ambiguity of the law itself – an ambiguity that has the
effect of discouraging public advocacy.

5 To engage in substantial lobbying and other advocacy activity prohibited to 501(c)(3)
nonprofits, charities need to form separate 501(c)(4) organizations that, although tax
exempt, cannot receive tax-deductible contributions. It is obvious that only large and
highly professionalized NGOs can manage the additional administrative burden involved
in such a dual construction of their activity base. Critics therefore argue that the 501(c)(4)
status discriminates against free speech by small and less management-savvy NGOs. The
“additional burden” being imposed on extensive NGO lobbying and advocacy might also
be reevaluated in light of the Supreme Court’s Citizen United vs. FEC decision of 2010
(130 S. Ct.876) that stipulated the creation of political action committees (PACs) as not
adequate to guarantee a corporation’s right to speak. The Supreme Court argued here
that “PACs are burdensome alternatives; they are expensive to administer and subject
to extensive regulations” (Citizens United, 130 S.Ct. at 897; cited in Mayer 2011: 18).
Mayer and others expect that the concern for undue burdens on corporations’ right to
speak might have repercussions on the nonprofit sector, because a similar undue burden
might be constructed in having to form a 501(c)(4) nonprofit alongside an NGO’s regular
operation.

6 Forty-two percent of all organizations that are registered with the IRS as 501(c)(3) char-
ities submit financial returns (Chaves et al. 2004). These are organizations with a yearly
income that is higher than 25,000 USD. Small NGOs that claim charitable status are even
less likely to have the legal wherewithal to make sense of how much lobbying they are
actually allowed to engage in.

7 This being an executive from an AIDS organization, it seems safe to assume that this
NGO and its constituents would have a significant stake in the development of public
policy.
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In fact, NGOs can decide to apply for a special status in which they
can use a certain percentage of overall expenditures for lobbying;8 yet
where to draw the line between, for example, lobbying and educating
legislatures is not at all clear. A number of studies have concluded that,
because of such ambiguity, NGOs avoid not only lobbying, but any kind
of legislative activity (Berry and Arons 2003; Bass et al. 2007). In fact, the
threat of potential noncompliance and the gray zone in IRS treatment of
lobbying prevent most NGO boards and directors from engaging in any
overt advocacy activity. Regulation thus inhibits NGOs from transform-
ing the public articulation of grievances into the more constructive lan-
guage of public advocacy for policy change, even though NGOs acquire
knowledge and insight in their fields of action from which public debate
would certainly benefit. The IRS also forbids all partisan political activ-
ities by NGOs, including but not limited to all written and oral expres-
sions of support or opposition to a candidate (OMB Watch 2007: 2).
Although this ban on political activities is more than 50 years old, it has
no clear definition that would establish workable guidelines for NGOs.
Moreover, IRS enforcement of the ban takes place in almost complete
secrecy, because the agency is prohibited from disclosing information
about its investigations. NGOs thus operate with little guidance on per-
missible and nonpermissible activities; this level of uncertainty, as OMB
Watch concludes, has “deterred them from engaging in genuine issue
advocacy and promoting civic engagement among citizens” (1). A sample
case cited by OMB Watch is about an NGO client who wanted to put out
a press release announcing a presidential candidate’s support for one of
the nonprofit’s policy recommendations. The nonprofit lawyer could not
advise his client conclusively on whether this press release was permissible
or not (5).

In addition to producing anxiety and reluctance among civic actors
to engage in politics at all, such unclear legal regulation has problematic
secondary effects. It contributes to depoliticizing a whole array of issues
that NGOs deal with by signaling that engagement with these issues

8 Charitable NGOs in the United States can elect to come under a 1976 law that allows
them to spend 20 percent of the first 500,000 USD of their annual expenditures and
15 percent of the next 500,000 USD of their expenditures to a total maximum of one
million USD per year on lobbying – defined as directed to a legislator or an employee of a
legislative body, referring to a specific piece of legislation and expressing the NGO’s view
on that legislation (Geller and Salamon 2007: 3). Appeals to the public to contact their
legislator(s) (known as grassroots lobbying) are subject to a separate cap of one-fourth
the size of the restriction on direct lobbying.
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is not, or should not be, political. Citizens experience NGOs as acting
on social problems while at the same time avoiding taking a political
stand on them. Donating to a food bank thus gets cognitively removed
from engaging in debate on the politics of poverty and welfare. The
present legislation also disembodies political practices in civil society by
prohibiting NGOs from citing names of politicians running for office and
supporting specific policies. This makes it difficult for citizens to recog-
nize connections between politicians’ positions and the social problems
that NGOs try to address. Supporting salmon preservation is accepted,
yet publicly advocating for better toxic waste legislation, by pointing to
political candidates who would support such legislation, is not.

Although lobbying legislatures is limited, the IRS does not forbid insti-
tutional advocacy behind closed doors or engaging with government
agencies or the courts to advance policy goals. Under federal law, “only
advocacy before a legislature is considered suspect, lobbying the executive
branch or filing a court suit is not considered lobbying” (Berry and Arons
2003: 53). What is the difference between the two activities? Clearly this
distinction draws on a controversial understanding that legislative pro-
cesses are more vulnerable to special interests than the executive branch or
the courts. Yet why should organizations that serve broad public interests
be allowed less public voice in regard to legislatures than, for example,
well-financed private business interests? The public dimension of advo-
cacy is most closely reflected in the legislative process, and if NGOs are
not allowed to try to shape legislators’ positions, then their role as public
interest groups is in question.

Whereas Berry and Arons argue that the U.S. IRS code in fact
deters nonprofits’ participation in public policy making, I would slightly
rephrase this conclusion: The tax code does not deter NGOs from employ-
ing institutional advocacy strategies within the confines of executive
agency consultations and private boardrooms, but it does prevent pub-
lic interest groups from participating in the public part of public policy
making. Thus, the IRS code communicates that public policy making is
policy making for the public, not policy making with the public. Govern-
ment agencies often invite NGOs to serve in planning or advising roles.
When the Aspen Institute asked, in a random sample survey, about the
frequency of different types of policy participation among NGOs, the
results pointed squarely to government agencies offering NGOs a seat at
the table (see Table 4.1).

More than 75 percent of these NGOs said that government officials
contact them with requests for information or support – and more than
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table 4.1. Frequency of Different Types of Policy Participation of
U.S. NGOsa

Never Low High

Releasing research reports to the media,
public, or policy makers

31.0 47.1 21.8

Working in a planning or advisory group
that includes government officials

18.5 39.2 45.1

Meeting with government officials about the
work it is doing

15 40.2 44.8

Responding to requests for information
from those in government

12.9 26.0 41.0

a Percentage of respondents; N = 1,738.
Source: Table adapted with modifications from Bass et al. 2007: 164.

40 percent said that this occurs at least twice a month (Bass et al. 2007:
164). This finding suggests that, when invited by government agencies
or committees, most NGOs are eager to pursue policy goals within the
institutional confines of relatively closed settings; yet in public, legal reg-
ulatory frameworks incentivize constraint and avoidance.

Across Europe, NGOs are regulated by similar national laws, involving
(1) adherence to constitutional principles and (2) the exclusion of what is
considered to be political activities. Adherence to constitutional principles
means accepting not only a normative order but also specific modes of
political expression. In Germany, a 1984 ruling by the Federal Finance
Court, for example, established that charity status had to be revoked
if an NGO publicly sponsored nonviolent resistance in public spaces or
refused to comply with police orders during a demonstration.9 In effect,
endorsing civil disobedience could cause the NGO to lose its charitable
status. For example, a sit-in held in the office of the Family Minister to
protest restrictive abortion policies might endanger the charitable status
of participating or mobilizing NGOs.

All EU member states have stipulations that threaten NGOs with losing
charitable status if they engage in political activities. Yet what constitutes
a political activity is defined quite differently from country to country and
leaves much room for interpretation. The baseline criterion is that support
for political parties is not allowed. Beyond that, Hungary, for example,
prohibits involvement in all direct political activities (Moore et al. 2008:
12) without specifying what is deemed political, whereas Latvia only

9 German Federal Court of Justice decision 8/29/84, BStBl 1984 II S. 844.
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restricts political activities “which are directed to the support of political
organizations [i.e., parties].” German law stipulates that an occasional
attempt to influence public opinion is acceptable under charity law, but
involvement in “daily politics” is not.10 What constitutes “daily politics”
as opposed to occasional political public advocacy is not clearly laid out
in existing law. Thus, establishing demarcation lines for acceptable public
advocacy is left to the courts of EU member states, and most NGOs try
to avoid the dimly lit territory of political advocacy in the first place.

It should be noted, however, that restrictions of political activities for
NGOs are much more severe in autocratic states or in managed democ-
racies. In Ethiopia, the Civil Society Organization Law passed in January
2009 prohibits any domestic NGO that receives more than 10 percent
of its funding from abroad from engaging in activities related to “the
advancement of human and democratic rights . . . the promotion of the
equality of nations, nationalities and peoples and that of gender and
religion . . . the promotion of the rights of the disabled and children’s
rights.”11 In Eritrea, the government issued a proclamation in May 2005
that prohibited all NGOs, domestic or foreign, engaging in relief or reha-
bilitation from receiving funds from the United Nations or its affiliates,
from other international organizations, or through bilateral agreements.
Moreover, NGOs are only allowed to operate inside the country if they
have one million USD or its equivalent at their disposal, thus effectively
closing down all smaller community-led public interest groups (Vernon
2009: 9). As a result, the number of NGOs operating in Eritrea fell from
37 in 2005 to 11 in 2007. In Russia, President Putin introduced revisions
to the nonprofit law in 2006 that expanded the grounds on which regis-
tration of an NGO could be denied if its “goals and objectives . . . create
a threat to the sovereignty, political independence, territorial integrity,
national unity, unique character, cultural heritage and national interest
of the Russian Federation” (Bourjaili 2006: 4). Moreover, Russian state
agency officials obtained the right to attend all NGO meetings, even
those strictly internal to the organization, and required complete funding
disclosure. Additionally, as prime minister in 2008, Putin attempted to
curb foreign involvement in the civic sector with a decree that effectively
removed the charitable status of 89 foreign-based NGOs (Vernon 2009).
These organizations also became subject to a 24 percent tax on all grants

10 German Federal Finance Court decision 2/9/2011 IR 19/10; also §52 German Fiscal
Code.

11 Articles 2 and 14(5) Ethiopian Nonprofit Law, cited by International Center for Not-
for-Profit Law (2009, 1(1): 2).
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they made inside Russia, thus squeezing their operations from two sides.
Yet although it is not surprising that autocratic systems would be particu-
larly sensitive to the role of NGOs as critical civil society voices, it is much
less obvious why democracies limit political advocacy of the nongovern-
mental sector and quite successfully rely on “anticipatory obedience” by
NGOs eager not to jeopardize their charity status.

Few states have taken steps to clarify the public advocacy role of
NGOs with the intention of expanding their rights to engage in politics.
Yet discussions and resulting policies in Australia and the United King-
dom point to an increasing, albeit contested, public awareness that the
present regulations are not adequate when considered in the context of
NGOs’ roles of organizing civil societies and being the organizational
voice for constituency matters. In 1991, the Australian government offi-
cially recognized the need to allow NGOs to operate as public interest
representatives. The House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Community Affairs issued a report that addressed the role of NGOs
explicitly in terms of their responsibility to practice advocacy: “An inte-
gral part of the consultative and lobbying role of these organizations is to
disagree with government policy where this is necessary in order to rep-
resent the interests of their constituents.”12 However, when the Howard
government came to power in 1996, the official interpretation changed.
Prime Minister Howard referred to the NGO sector as “single inter-
est groups,” “special interest,” and “elites” (see Staples 2007) and took
stringent measures to reshape the NGO sector, including the following:

� Defunding: During the Howard government, several vocal critics of
the government’s policy were defunded, many of which were repre-
senting the poorest and most disempowered Australians. By 2002, 20
percent of NGOs had lost all their funding, and a further 50 percent
faced substantial losses. Some of these funds were redistributed to
groups that provided services, but did not engage in advocacy (Staples
2007: 9).

� Forced amalgamation: Some organizations that had been critical of
government policies were pushed by officials to merge with more main-
stream NGOs. For example, radical feminist groups were forced, under
threat of defunding, to merge with other, non-gender-specific groups.
The Association of Non-English Speaking Background Women was
defunded and advised to “mainstream” its advocacy through the
Federation of Ethnic Councils. Yet this association had been created

12 Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia 1991; cited in Staples (2007: 4).
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specifically because women felt that they were not being heard in the
male-dominated councils (Staples 2007; also Sawer 2002: 45).

� Altered contract relationships: Changes from government provision
of core funding to purchaser-provider contracts hit networks or peak
groups that tended to serve a range of NGOs within a subsector, pro-
viding them with information and advocacy tools, as well as determin-
ing group positions on specific policy issues. In the purchaser-provider
model, the core of the government–NGO relationship is a service that
is being provided, in effect abolishing advocacy funding for NGOs
(Staples 2007).

� Confidentiality clauses: These clauses, which were included in most
contracts that NGOs had with the Australian Federal Government,
required “that the organizations not speak to the media without first
obtaining the approval of the appropriate department or minister”
(Staples 2007: 10). They also prohibited publicizing any agreements
with government and required that media releases and the like be
cleared by the agencies of the Commonwealth (Sawer 2002: 46).

It took the successor Ruud government, in 2006, to undo these overtly
repressive policies and enter into a more cooperative relationship with
the NGO sector.

Criticism of restrictive NGO provisions also led to policy change in
the United Kingdom, where the discrepancy between encouragement of
democratic participation by community organizations and restrictions
on their public voice had attracted considerable criticism. The tradi-
tional focus in the UK, as across Europe, had been to encourage “vol-
unteering or grassroots community work rather than ‘upward’ activism
through . . . forms of advocacy” (Dunn 2008: 53). The 2006 Charities
Act’s definition of public benefit did not include political activities, which
it defined quite broadly as covering “any activity or purpose which fur-
thers the interests of a political party or cause or which seeks to change
the laws, policies, or decisions of UK or other governments” (Dunn 2008:
54). Just like other national regulations of the NGO sector, the Chari-
ties Act operated with a tacitly understood gray territory: Consultative
functions of NGOs, for example, could be interpreted as nonpolitical
activities, as opposed to activities aimed at changing legislation. As dis-
cussed earlier, vague language on what constitutes political action tends
to result in NGOs treading very cautiously around political issues in pub-
lic. Moreover, it disproportionately affects the activities of small NGOs,
which have few resources to withstand possible legal tax challenges (Berry
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and Arons 2003; Dunn 2008; Lang 2009a). As a consequence, in the UK
as elsewhere, only a limited number of large sector organizations tended
to have regular consultative access to political institutions.

In 2007, a Government Advisory Group on Campaigning and the
Voluntary Sector was formed in the UK with the intent to spur “legisla-
tive reform to change the definition of ‘political activity’” for the volun-
tary sector (Kennedy et al. 2007: 1). The advisory group’s report recom-
mended enhancement of a legal framework that “recognizes the unique
role that the sector is playing in articulating peoples’ views and promot-
ing political debate” (Government Advisory Group 2007: 2) and thus
called for “clarification of the law and for an opening up of the legal rules
to allow all political activities save support of political parties” (Dunn
2008: 57). Moreover, the report highlighted the relationship between
engagement of the public and liberalized rules for political engagement
of NGOs, because “advocacy of a range of opinions would itself be valu-
able and beneficial to the community, as the best means of promoting
democracy” (Government Advisory Group 2007: 16). It concluded that
the mission of the law should not be to protect the public from political
activity by NGOs – by contrast, “the law should encourage the public
to participate in democratic processes through such organizations” (16).
Hence, the report suggested a radical departure from the prevailing gov-
ernment tradition to “protect the public” against political activities from
the NGO sector. In recommending new guidelines to the existing law, the
UK Charities Commission voted in favor of adopting the Government
Advisory Board’s recommendations in March 2008. It is noteworthy that
nothing has changed in the overall legal framework for NGOs. Only the
guidelines for interpreting what constitutes acceptable political activity
in the United Kingdom have been clarified, thus allowing for a stronger,
more confident voice of the NGO sector. To date, to my knowledge, no
other European country has followed suit.

In sum, even though most countries’ charity laws condone some polit-
ical activity, the gray areas and unclear margins, as well as the fear of
potentially severe repercussions when transgressing these margins, make
public political advocacy a potentially hazardous activity for NGOs. Non-
profit sector research points out that restrictions of political activity tend
to promote a culture of tacit self-censorship and ultimately limit the
capacity of NGOs to advocate for social change and engage publicly with
public policy (Berry and Arons 2003). As the changing debate in the
United Kingdom signals, governments can encourage the nongovernmen-
tal sector to use its voice for public and political advocacy. Yet in most
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governance contexts it is taken for granted that NGOs tread the waters of
public political advocacy very carefully and are ultimately at the mercy of
the goodwill of government agencies. This stifles dissent and discourages
NGO advocacy and politicization of civil society matters.13

accountability debates

A second factor that constrains NGOs’ public advocacy, as well as
their engagement capacity, concerns the particular frames that have been
employed in recent debates about representativeness and accountability.14

Whereas it is widely accepted that NGOs do not operate within a narrow
traditional representational paradigm (they are not being voted in and out
of office),15 they are often asked to answer to more loosely defined repre-
sentational claims (“whom do you speak for?”) in their institutional and
public principal–agent relationships. When the International Monetary
Fund and the World Bank prepared for their annual meeting in Prague
in 2000, The Economist published a lengthy article on groups that they
identified as fueling the “backlash against globalization,” arguing,

The increasing clout of NGOs, respectable and not so respectable, raises an
important question: who elected Oxfam, or, for that matter, the League for a
Revolutionary Communist International? Bodies as these are, to varying degrees,
extorting admissions of fault from law-abiding companies and changes in policy
from democratically elected governments. They may claim to be acting in the inter-
ests of the people – but then so do the objects of their criticism, governments and
the despised international institutions. In the West, governments and their agen-
cies are, in the end, accountable to voters. Who holds the activists accountable?
(The Economist 2000)

13 Politicization, in this context, is used in two related ways. One, it implies raising political
awareness or involvement and thereby the salience of issues – that is, its participatory
dimension. Two, it refers to the agonistic dimension of the political process; it indicates
conflict and debate (Mouffe 2005; see also in a neofunctionalist tradition Schmitter
1969). NGOs struggle with the capacity to politicize on both accounts: with how to
achieve salience of issues when participation often is limited to institutional actors at
the expense of broader public involvement and with their limitations on taking part
in agonistic public debate around some policy issues for fear of overstepping legal
restrictions.

14 For an overview of this debate see Jordan and van Tuijl (2006). Accountability questions,
according to Jordan and Van Tuijl, are on the rise for three reasons: There is a rapid
growth in the numbers and size of NGOs, they attract more funds, and they gain a
stronger voice in shaping public policy (4).

15 See, for example, Peruzzotti, who argues that “analyses that simply stretch the concept
of political representation to civic associations overlook the crucial differences between
these two types of organizations” (Peruzzotti 2006: 44).
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In such accounts and across all levels of governance from local to
global arenas, NGOs have come under scrutiny for exerting what is per-
ceived to be undue influence. If they are not elected, then how can they
claim to represent civil society? Although recent research has emphasized
both the normative and technical differences between representation and
accountability schemes (Charnovitz 2005; Jordan and van Tuijl 2006;
Peruzzotti 2006; Vedder 2007), NGOs have been struggling with the
perception that they lack both representativeness in a narrow sense and
accountability to constituents in a wider sense. They have not been able
to embrace and capitalize on the idea that their accountability derives
its mechanisms not from institutional politics, but from interaction with
civil society constituencies, which, in principle, “leave[s] great room for
creative and innovative action, allowing . . . NGOs to challenge present
identities or existing constituencies without being concerned about elec-
toral accountability or due process” (Peruzzotti 2006: 48).

In addition to the challenges they face regarding formal representa-
tional mechanisms, NGOs also tend to find themselves increasingly under
scrutiny for not delivering results. A recent example is the public dispute
over how the Red Cross and other NGOs distributed donations after
the Haiti earthquake of 2010. Human rights advocates and the media
criticized that, two years after the disaster, “more than a half million
Haitians are still sleeping under tarps, often in camps without enough
water or toilets” (Page 2012: 1). A PBS documentary titled Haiti: Where
Did the Money Go? placed responsibility for still lingering inhuman living
conditions squarely on the international NGOs on the ground. Filmmaker
Michele Mitchell claimed that “when you give money to a do-good orga-
nization, you expect them to do good with it. We need to do better.”
NGOs in this case are presented as a disappointment when it comes to
“fixing” social ills. They are being made singlehandedly responsible for
the lingering catastrophe, while considerably less attention is given to the
political, economic, and social context in which they try to “do good.”16

16 The limits of constructing legitimacy in the language of efficiency are glaring in this case.
Although the Red Cross might well have been able to build more housing and a better
infrastructure than it did, and although there can be a legitimate public interest
in asking “how many people the NGOs have missed, and why” (Chicago Tribune
Page 2012), this narrow construction of legitimacy uses an undisclosed, and maybe even
unreflected, yardstick: ending the extreme poverty for all affected Haitians. In other
words, it assumes that NGOs could have done what governments and international
assistance over decades have failed to do. If, to the contrary, public engagement would
have been used as a substantial measure in constructing the legitimacy of the Red Cross’s
and other NGOs’ efforts in Haiti, then, I submit, a more realistic assessment of the
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Shortcomings in effectiveness are perceived as indicating a lack of legit-
imacy and as breaking the compact between an NGO and its individual
sponsors.

Narrowly formal, highly individualized, and overstated moral account-
ability claims have succeeded in putting many NGOs on the defensive.
In order to construct a more robust, civically embedded legitimacy for
NGOs, we need to redefine accountability. One way to view account-
ability is as the “institutional vocabulary through which ideas of repre-
sentation, legitimacy, and authorization are represented” (O’Kelly 2011:
256). Yet this vocabulary, as I have argued in Chapter 1, can be based
on different dictionaries: It can reflect concerns of representation and
authorization within an organization, between an NGO and its funders
or donors, or between the organization and its wider stakeholder commu-
nity as defined by the NGO. In a different perspective, so the argument of
this book suggests, acts of NGO outreach and engagement with publics
should be put at the center of the accountability debate.

Yet most public debate on accountability at this point is not concerned
with NGO outreach to constituencies. Instead, it takes its cues from mis-
used funds, violations of laws, or perceived shortcomings in effectiveness
that threaten accountability to donors. The remedies that are offered tend
to focus on internal management processes on the one hand, on outcome
measures and so-called ‘stakeholder accountability’ on the other hand.
These remedies, in effect, urge NGOs to organize even more bureaucrat-
ically and produce even more quantifiable data on internal affairs and
external effects than in the past. Although my intention is not to deny
altogether the validity of these specific measures of accountability, it seems
important to consider the various frames that shape the debate and, in
particular, to what degree they address accountabilities to the public.

The first frame is donor accountability. In the 1990s, accountabil-
ity was primarily raised in the context of “ties that bind” (Hulme and
Edwards 1997), articulating discomfort with the dependencies created
by an increasing number of NGOs relying on funding from states and
private donors. The arguments presented in this debate were not sim-
ply that NGOs were silenced by money. Instead, researchers followed
the more intricate traces of how donors produced and shaped NGO
work and their advocacy. One of the earliest empirical analyses on how

degree to which NGO intervention was legitimate in the eyes of constituents might have
emerged. Moreover, with a focus on public engagement as a legitimacy source, the Red
Cross could have better communicated and politicized the limits of its interventions with
donors as well as with constituents.



Limits to NGO Advocacy in the Public Sphere 111

donors influence advocacy through funding allocations was Shelley Feld-
man’s account of the “un(stated) contradictions” between NGOs and
efforts to build civil society after independence in Bangladesh (Feldman
1997). Feldman traced the role of NGOs in the privatization and lib-
eralization of a formerly nationalized economy in the broader context
of the neoliberal agenda of development assistance. As NGOs came to
speak for the people and as the NGO sector became legitimized “as
a controlled, organized arena of public debate with institutional and
financial support from the donor community” (Feldman 1997: 59), other
less controllable voices were being marginalized. The “ties that bind”
led NGOs to shift their accountability from constituents to funding
agencies. As a consequence, agendas were tweaked and frames altered
so that they presented a better fit for donors and might secure future
funding more easily. Even if an NGO lost trust within a local com-
munity, this did not necessarily mean losing donor support, because
evaluations tended not to look at long-term effects. Accountability to
donors thus resulted in frame adaptation and ultimately became a techno-
cratic assessment of “numbers of beneficiaries and resources allocated and
disbursed” (64).

In the past decade, a number of studies have taken up the question
of NGO and donor relationships, with the vast majority corroborating
Feldman’s conclusion by finding strong frame adaptation to donor inter-
ests. In the global South, NGOs align their mission to comply with their
mostly foreign and northern donors’ emphasis on service provision at the
expense of advocacy (Hudock 1999; Edwards 2004). Structural depen-
dency problems are often exacerbated wherever direct communication
channels are weak. The more that constituents of NGOs and funding
sources are removed from each other, the more difficult it becomes for
NGOs on the ground to satisfy demands from both sides (Chandhoke
2003).

In the global North, some NGO leaders fear that confrontational
political activity will impact their donor or government funding (Sala-
mon 1995; Hudson 2002: 412; Berry and Arons 2003: 74; Bass et al.
2007), that donor dependency produces mission drift (Henderson 2003;
Aksartova 2009), and that donors prefer service provision over advocacy
(Smith and Gronbjerg 2006).17 Donors, by way of how they frame pro-
gram calls, already preselect certain agendas, in the process framing social

17 Counterevidence has been provided by Chaves, Stephens, and Galaskiewicz (2004),
who analyze differences in political activism between church congregations that receive
government funding and others that do not. They find either a neutral or a positive
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conflicts in ways that tend to establish specific norms while marginalizing
others (i.e., Hudock 1999: 33ff.). Grant recipients, in turn, will adapt
their frames to funders and, as we have established earlier, there are clear
disincentives for NGOs to discuss mismatches of program mission with
constituent needs or other failures with their donors. Until recently, for
example, Western donors who sponsored programs dealing with violence
against women in Russia and Africa did not accept contextualization in
terms of class and poverty, but instead only sponsored projects with a
clear focus on domestic violence against women (Hemment 2004). Gor-
don and Berkovitch (2008), in their study of Israeli human rights NGOs,
show that international donors not only produce program frames but
also incentivize certain strategies over others. Major foreign donors to
human rights causes in Israel, they point out, strongly favor litigation
over more systematically critical and activist approaches to human rights
violations. In sum, donor ties, albeit to varying degrees, influence NGO
mission, strategies, and advocacy capacity.

To limit exposure to and the influence of donor interests, some NGOs
have policies of not soliciting any funds from potential adversaries in
business or government. Greenpeace for example, an NGO that exposes
state and business failures in environmental protection, considers inde-
pendence from state sponsorship a crucial element of its organization.
Amnesty International depends on a similar image as not being suscep-
tible to state influence for its ability to critique human rights violations
across the globe. And Médecins Sans Frontières avoids donor influence by
making it their mission to provide medical care independent of who is a
perpetrator and who is a victim in humanitarian crisis situations; it argues
that its mission could be jeopardized if it could, however indirectly, be
associated with one side of a conflict (Frantz and Martens 2006: 28).

Yet most NGOs are dependent on grants from institutional donors
such as governments or foundations and will therefore to some degree
adapt frames, strategies, and tools to those favored by these institutions.
In recent years, donor prerogatives have come under scrutiny, and “donor
accountability” is now discussed not as accountability to, but as account-
ability of donors (Bendell and Cox 2006). Yet far more critical inspection
is reserved for NGOs, specifically their deployment of funds for programs,
services, and advocacy.

correlation between government funding and political activism. Their conclusions, how-
ever, might need contextualization, because government funding might make up only a
small proportion of a church’s budget and thus not influence its agenda to the degree
that constant and larger outside donor support does.
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A second stream of the accountability debate focuses on inner-
organizational accountability, in particular relating to hierarchy and del-
egation within an NGO and to accountability to external boards. This
debate has affected the activities of larger NGOs more than smaller ones,
with criticisms regarding financial transparency, unclear hierarchies, and
unaccountable decision-making processes resulting in considerable inner-
organizational inspection by many NGOs. Frequently, change agendas
are drafted and monitored by means of self-regulatory codes and stan-
dards (Ebrahim 2009: 889ff.). Yet whereas extensive inner-organizational
accountability measures primarily sap labor and energy resources and
thus might affect an organization’s willingness to engage in public advo-
cacy and outreach indirectly, accountability to boards has been identified
as a more immediate and critical issue for NGO advocacy. A discussion
among nonprofit leaders in the United States, recorded by the Johns Hop-
kins Nonprofit Listening Post Project, highlights some of the constraints
that board accountability might impose on advocacy and outreach:

Several participants emphasized that they feel inhibited by their boards from get-
ting involved in policy advocacy, and particularly advocacy around the issues that
could affect their clientele and community (vs. issues relating to their programs
and funding). Providing a clear example of this, Peter Goldberg (President and
Chief Executive Officer, Alliance of Children and Families and United Neigh-
borhood Centers of America) noted, “I don’t know of many service providing
organizations in our field who will address the issue of gun control. Our boards
don’t want to engage in this type of issue.” Explaining the challenge, Mr. Goldberg
pointed out that in the human service field, nonprofit boards have grown more
conservative over the past twenty years. “This creates a tension in our organiza-
tions that is sometimes easier to avoid by staying away from policy and advocacy.”
(Geller and Salamon 2009: 2)

Two features of boards intertwine to stifle NGO public political advo-
cacy. One, NGOs need to have boards composed of knowledgeable, but
also well-networked personalities; increasingly, rich donors and mem-
bers of business communities are being asked to serve on boards and
thus bring profit-making as well as more socially conservative logics to
the table. Two, boards are more narrowly focused on mission accom-
plishment and tend to disincentivize broader social agendas, thus leaving
NGO executives prone to neglecting public advocacy and to streamlining
accountability measures to fit their internal operations.

This focus on internal accountability finds its academic equivalent in
public choice theories that conceptualize NGOs as firms. The “firm” anal-
ogy asserts that NGOs operate just like corporations and therefore can be
subjected to the same accountability mechanisms as business operations,
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that is, primarily accountability to an NGO’s board and consumers or
clients. The firm analogy developed in opposition to accounts that see
the NGO sector characterized by norms and thus clearly distinguish it
from the state and business sectors, which are authority and profit cen-
tered, respectively (Khagram, Riker, and Sikkink 2002). NGO members
and supporters, according to norm-centered approaches, “are primar-
ily motivated to shape the world according to their principled beliefs.
Of course, many government and business activities are also involved
in managing meanings, but for NGOs and movements it is their raison
d’être, rather than an ancillary motivation for action” (Khagram et al.
2002: 11). These principled beliefs and the resulting strategies distinguish
NGOs from business, and the specific motivations of NGOs influence
their choice of strategies and tools. Yet proponents of the firm anal-
ogy, such as Sell, Prakash, and Gugerty, disagree. They find that “both
business and NGO networks” have “principled as well as instrumental
beliefs,” and thus it is impossible to distinguish them on the basis of
motivations (Sell and Prakash 2004: 151). Moreover, they find that busi-
ness and NGOs do employ “similar types of strategies” (see also Prakash
and Gugerty 2009). By their account, NGO strategies are exclusively
determined by the external environment and not by a set of norms that
guide their actions (Sell and Prakash 2004: 150). Proponents of the firm
approach to NGOs see individuals who support these organizations as
making similar choices as when they buy a product.

Many of the findings that Gugerty and Prakash present echo the
NGOization theme of Chapter 3, specifically the tendency in the sector to
professionalize, bureaucratize, and institutionalize. However, what from
a public sphere and democracy perspective might seem problematic is sim-
ply the result of rational choices in the “firm” account of NGOs. Thus,
NGOs might be well served to institute equally hierarchical management
and business administration procedures as the business firm next door.18

Moreover, advocacy in the firm analogy mutates into a functional strat-
egy to increase returns for “customers” and indirectly the “employees”
of the firm. If we follow the firm analogy, then the public is reduced to
an aggregate of individualized consumers or clients of NGOs, which they
fund as stakeholders and shareholders. The NGO firm’s key purposes are
to deliver returns and satisfy consumers. Ultimately, citizen consumers

18 Taking the “firm” analogy even further, Pallotta advocates abandoning the charity con-
straints on the nongovernmental sector altogether so it can make full use of capitalism’s
virtues in acquiring capital for social causes (Pallotta 2008).
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exert market power by “shopping” for the products of the nongovern-
mental sector. Accountability to the NGO firm thus becomes an internal
management problem; in its marketized form, it becomes a mere reflection
of “consumer” interest in its products. The fact that NGOs are not dis-
tributing surplus wealth among owners or stakeholders is acknowledged,
but not considered to be a salient enough distinction from firms.

The central problem with the firm analogy is that, although it might
capture the professionalized direction in which the NGO sector is being
pulled, expressed for example in stricter board accountability, it reifies
this pull without addressing its potential effects on democratic voice.
Public choice theory and the firm analogy thus “naturalize” the inward-
oriented dimensions of NGOization and the reliance on citizen consumers
rather than mobilized constituents. In the firm logic, institutional advo-
cacy and upward accountability to boards, trustees, and governments are
valid in that they facilitate survival of the operation, and so is the occa-
sional PR campaign. The sector’s functions as an assembly of organized
venues for citizen engagement and as an incubator of publics have little
place in the firm logic of instrumental accountabilities.

Finally, a third debate that puts its mark on the accountability issue
includes right-wing attacks on what is perceived to be a left-leaning and
radical NGO sector. As NGOs have increased their influence in policy
agenda setting from the local to the global level, and as relationships with
governments and business have grown (Keck and Sikkink 1998; Take
1999; Warkentin 2001; Berry and Arons 2003; Risse 2004), concern with
NGO politics has risen to prominence. NGOs are credited with having set
major global public policy agendas over the past decade, tackling issues
such as unsustainable debt, environmental degradation, human rights
law, violence against women, landmine removal, and corporate social
responsibility (Jordan and van Tuijl 2006: 4). The success of these NGO
interventions has begun to raise questions from political conservatives
who see NGOs as progressive liberal forces with too much influence and
too little legitimacy (e.g., Anderson 2003; Entine 2003; Rabkin 2003).

Critics associated with neoconservative think tanks have launched
websites to monitor NGO bias and entice donors to demand stricter
accountability and transparency, framed in the language of “neutrality”
and “nonpartisanship.” NGOwatch.org, launched jointly in 2003 by the
Federalist Society together with the American Enterprise Institute, the
Rushford Report in Washington, DC, and the NGO Monitor in Jerusalem
all target progressive advocacy NGOs and in particular their participa-
tion in global governance arenas. These projects have a similar mission: to
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expose what they believe to be biased investments in progressive causes
by NGOs that share “a knee jerk demonization of corporations and
free market” (Entine 2003: 2) or other “biases” such as pro-Palestinian
political positions. As seen through the eyes of this conservative sub-
public, the nongovernmental sector is responsible for ideologically moti-
vated and unsubstantiated attacks on the pillars of global capitalism and
U.S. foreign policy. Entine, for example, cites the Rainforest Action Net-
work’s campaign against Citigroup starting in 2000, which exposed the
bank’s investments in operations responsible for rainforest destruction,
climate change, and the disruption of the livelihood of indigenous peo-
ples: “Clearly, this one issue will not bring a multi-faceted company such
as Citigroup to its knees. But it is more than just a mere annoyance;
it is reputation management hell” (3) fueled, in his opinion, by “NGO
hysteria” (1). Sponsors of NGO watchdogs are mostly right-wing think
tanks; NGO Monitor, by contrast, operates as a university-based project
in Israel that is co-founded by the Wechsler family foundation.

Assessing the long-term impact of these relatively new conservative
watchdogs on NGO advocacy is difficult. What is already apparent is
that organizations such as NGO Monitor primarily use legal stipulations
attached to charity status to force donors or funders to withdraw from
sponsoring certain NGOs. In February 2012, for example, NGO Moni-
tor succeeded in getting a German NGO that compensates survivors of
Nazi labor camps to withdraw funding for an Israeli NGO because of
its support of the Palestinian right to return (Axelrod 2012). The direc-
tor of the German NGO argued that it could not support an organiza-
tion with a political agenda. Even large targeted NGOs, such as Human
Rights Watch, find themselves engulfed in a PR war over claims of anti-
Israeli positions and actions, and they spend precious staff and financial
resources defending themselves (Peratis 2006). Conservative watchdog
organizations thus might contribute to a climate of subtle fear, ultimately
counting on the self-restraint of targeted NGOs that are motivated to
protect their organization.

By some measure, NGOs themselves have become culprits in allow-
ing the accountability debate to shift from seeking legitimacy through
broad public engagement to singularly defending their organizational
survival (Feldman 1997: 64). By allowing the debate to shrink to inner-
organizational and technocratic management strategies, donor engage-
ment, and the occasional public audit, NGOs might be forfeiting chances
to substantiate their legitimacy claims with public engagement. This
response is even more notable considering that the sector’s public
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table 4.2. Trust in NGOs and Other Institutions, 2012

United States Europea Asiab Canada Brazil
% % % % %

NGOs 58 57 62 66 49
Business 50 40 54 56 63
Government 43 30 46 56 32
Media 45 48 57 54 61

Note: This survey is conducted yearly with 1,950 “opinion leaders” in 11 countries. Opinion
leaders are defined as high-income persons with significant interest in media, economic, and
policy affairs. Results are based on 25-minute phone interviews.
a Europe = UK, France, Italy, Germany, Spain, Poland.
b Asia = Japan, China, South Korea, India.
Source: Edelman Trust Barometer R© 2012.

reputation overall has been and still is excellent. Despite increased
scrutiny from donors, academic critics, and conservative watchdogs, cit-
izens tend to trust NGO integrity, authority, and expertise compared
with other institutions. Public opinion surveys indicate that in the United
States, Asia, across Europe, as well as in Canada, NGOs are consid-
ered more trustworthy than either business, government, or the media
(see Table 4.2).

Knutsen and Brower (2010: 600) argue that NGOs might capitalize
on this trust by refocusing the debate on expressive accountabilities as
opposed to mere instrumental accountabilities. Expressive accountabili-
ties are broadly defined as “accountabilities to the community, to mission,
and to patrons.” They signal an NGO’s reliance on broad community out-
reach to clarify its mission and learn how to implement adequate change
agendas while serving their clients. Yet I suggest that expressive account-
abilities should include another important dimension of NGO activity,
involving not just a one-way focus group approach to gauge constituents’
needs that the NGO will then tend to organizationally but also the pledge
to strengthen citizen voice along the way through efforts to generate
publics. NGO accountability needs to be based on broadly engaging and
activating constituents, it is in essence public accountability [see also Jens
Steffek (2010)].

Public accountability, in this view, entails commitment to the activa-
tion of civil society discourse with the goal of generating self-sustaining
publics. It implies that NGOs not only represent but also constitute
publics by aggregating, amplifying, and strengthening voices that other-
wise might not be heard. Public accountability is generated by four
modes in which NGOs relate to publics: (1) providing transparency in
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terms of the organizations’ operation, finances, and information on their
mission and goals; (2) initiating and sustaining debate that is open, widely
accessible, and interactive; (3) promoting active and continuous engage-
ment of constituents and interested citizens in the organization; and
(4) enabling constituents to organize public voice and thus serving as
catalysts for stronger publics. Generating public accountability in these
four modes of transparency, debate, engagement, and activation would
radically alter the status of NGOs in governance contexts. If they would
be representatives at all, then they would be “interim representatives”
(Nyamugasira 1998), speaking for communities while engaging in a pro-
cess of organizing publicness. This would mean reversing the tendency
that Bass et al. (2007: 116) detected among NGOs to go “from mobilizing
citizens to representing citizens.”

the volunteer citizen

If NGOs want to foster stronger public accountability, they need involved
citizens who are prepared to engage with an organization in more than
a cursory manner. However, a third set of conditions that disincentivize
public NGO advocacy and accountability point to the particular citizen-
ship practices associated with NGOized civil society and late modern
governance. In the global North, citizenship practices of the early 21st
century are captured in images of the consumer and the volunteer cit-
izen. Whereas governments tend to leave the promotion of consumer
citizens to the markets – with exceptions, such as former President Bush
encouraging Americans to go shopping post-9/11 – there are clear indi-
cators of states’ investment in empowering volunteerism. In 2008, 61.8
million Americans – 26.4 percent of the adult population – contributed
a total of 8 billion volunteering hours worth 162 billion USD to the
United States.19 From the local to state and national levels, calls go out
to citizens to volunteer, and websites such as http://www.serve.gov link
potential volunteers to volunteering opportunities across the country. In
a time of fiscal hardship, California Governor Schwarzenegger, in 2008,
launched a new cabinet position for “Service and Volunteering,” the first
of its kind in the United States, to encourage Californians to become
involved in their communities and the state.20 There is hardly a city in

19 The data are extracted from the Corporation for National and Community Service at
http://www.volunteeringinamerica.gov.

20 The initiative was portrayed during its launch as completely cost neutral.
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the United States that does not have a government-sponsored or endorsed
volunteer platform in which volunteering is presented as the prime means
to connect to one’s polity.

Across Europe, volunteer rates are considerably lower, which enticed
the European Union to declare 2011 the “European Year of Volunteer-
ing” and to state quite unabashedly in its press release that “volunteering
has a great, but so far under-exploited, potential for the social and eco-
nomic development of Europe.”21 Governments and foundations across
the continent have made a tremendous effort in recent years to instill
volunteer spirit in a citizenry that is being slowly weaned off the welfare
state. Voluntary agencies have been created in many municipalities that
are focused on publicizing the idea of volunteering, as well as match-
ing volunteers with NGOs and other organizations. In Germany, there
were about 400 such voluntary agencies in 2012.22 Yet governments are
not the only entities intent on bolstering volunteerism. NGOs likewise
depend on volunteers signing on for office tasks, campaigns or other
activities.

As economies struggle and funding sources diminish, volunteers have
become an invaluable part of most NGO operations. Between September
2008 and March 2009 alone, more than one-third of U.S.-based nonprofit
organizations reported an increase in the number of their volunteers, and
almost half anticipated an increase in their use of volunteers in the near
future.23

How does the culture of volunteering affect public advocacy and polit-
ical voice? The available research on this issue is not conclusive. For some
observers, volunteerism indicates initiation into a less individualistic and
more social way of understanding society; it is seen as the gateway to
social activism (Cronin and Perold 2006). In a recent study for CIVICUS,
the World Association for Civic Engagement, Cronin and Perold argue
that volunteerism and social or political activism feed on each other,
and they criticize approaches that have branded volunteering as a mere
“bandaid” for social injustices or even as a depoliticizing force in neolib-
eral societies. Similar studies see volunteerism as “political in a range
of ways, including in the power relations it emphasizes or creates, the

21 European Commission press release, June 3, 2009, at http://ec.europa.eu/citizenship/
news/news820 en.htm.

22 Data from Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft der Freiwilligenagenturen at www.bagfa.de
(accessed June 10, 2012).

23 Data from the Corporation for National and Community Service, “Volunteering in
America. Research Highlights,” at http://www.nationalservice.gov.
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judgments it implies about the social or welfare system in a community,
the action or lack of action by governments on a given issue, the life
choices of community members, or simply in the emphasis it places on
the role of individuals within the functioning of society” (Petriwskyj and
Warburton 2007: 83).

In contrast, although researchers who are more focused on public voice
and communicative involvement might see merit in volunteer activities,
at the same time they note that judgments that are implicit in volun-
teering lack discursive power. Individual acts of volunteering will not
yield change if volunteers’ concerns are not translated into acts of “giving
voice” and if voice is not transformed into collective public advocacy.
Jeffrey Alexander, in his seminal study on civil society, argues,

Civil associations, such as Mothers against Drunk Driving or Moveon.Org,
are . . . vital communicative institutions of civil life. It is traditional to equate
such civil associations with voluntary associations, but I am skeptical about tak-
ing this path. Voluntariness characterizes the Girl Scouts, hospital volunteers, and
the PTA. Each of these is a good thing, but they do not project communicative
judgments in the wider civil sphere. (Alexander 2006: 5)

The criterion that is being employed here is whether volunteer activity
emphasizes, or at least includes, the construction of public social or polit-
ical messages and the dissemination of these messages into wider publics.
I call the act of projecting communicative judgments “doing public advo-
cacy.” Not that the Girl Scouts or PTA volunteers are by some iron
law restricted to holding cookie sales and school fundraisers. They could
engage in, albeit limited, public political advocacy to try and alter policies
in their district or state. It is the abstinence from “projecting public judg-
ment” while claiming to do good as an individual that makes the culture
of volunteering not conducive to public advocacy.

Trying to understand this “strange process of political evaporation” in
many volunteer-based contexts, sociologist Nina Eliasoph has provided
an intricate account of the lack of public-spirited talk in American civic
group contexts (Eliasoph 1998: 7). First, there is a commonly shared sen-
timent that helping hands-on with a project that yields tangible results is
more rewarding than getting involved in long-term public policy advo-
cacy. Second, people often volunteer in arenas that are somewhat close
to home and therefore are less interested in seeing the bigger picture
underlying those problems. Third, and this brings us back to the ques-
tion of the role of NGOs in advocacy, citizens have internalized the idea
that legitimacy for speaking in public is tied to “speaking for yourself.”
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Political talk about broader issues therefore tends to take place in “back-
stage” contexts, whereas public talk in “frontstage” environments shrinks
to the narration of personal experience. Media feed into the evaporation
of frontstage politics by granting legitimacy of voice more often to those
directly affected than to those who speak on broader public concerns or
who want to speak for those who are affected (see the later discussion).

For the United States, there is additional evidence that people refrain
from discussing politics in order to avoid conflict and preserve social
harmony (i.e., Mutz 2006: 107ff.). Thus, public talk shrinks to instances
of personal stories, and the civic alphabet of publicly speaking for others
gets decimated. NGOs could attempt to nurture a connection between
volunteering and public voice, but, as Eliasoph shows, public voice must
be trained and the contestation it might involve must be accepted as part
of the social fabric of societies. Some recent interventions have therefore
suggested “learning from the ‘not-so-nice’ volunteers” (Cravens 2004: 1)
how to combine proximity and hands-on experience with repertoires of
public contestation and voice.

I do not want to cast all volunteer activity as nonpolitical; in fact, some
NGOs have developed much expertise in the deployment of volunteers for
public advocacy. Student actions against sweatshop labor on campuses,
petition campaigns to protest the Iraq War, and the Copenhagen protest
during the COP15 meetings would not have happened without volun-
teer corps giving their time to public advocacy. However, the evolution
of a civic culture in which personalized civic engagement meets profes-
sionalized NGOs often results in the orchestration of public involvement
through highly managed activities by NGOs that offer concerned citizens
easy roles to play in acting out their causes. A visible trend to profes-
sionalize public advocacy has put collective public voice and action into
the hands of a few well-trained activists while appealing to broader con-
stituencies for quick and easy means of support, such as a signature, a
donation, or a fleeting appearance in a flash mob. The image of the Green-
peace protesters on the Brent Spar, or the Robin Hood tree climbers, or
the PETA activists rescuing animals from test labs convey actions of
highly professionalized activists. Greenpeace, for example, gives inten-
sive training to professional activists before they enter a contested
public situation. PETA, while encouraging volunteers to produce self-
organized public events, only gently nudges its audience into a more
contested repertoire. Its Action Center states in the rubric for grassroots
activism a number of activities such as “set up an information table” and
“ask your library to order animal-friendly books.” The activity with the
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most public contestation potential is introduced in a peculiar manner.
It reads, “Plan a demonstration. Organizing a demonstration is a great
way to help animals, and it’s not as scary or difficult as it may sound.
In fact, demonstrations can involve as little as passing out leaflets and
holding posters.”24 I am not quoting this to elicit smiles. This quote,
I submit, may reflect the distance that many early 21st-century volun-
teers in the global North feel from active voice and contestation in pub-
lic spaces. The volunteer citizen, in this light, needs assurance by an
outspoken public advocacy NGO that taking a stance publicly is not
so dangerous after all and can in fact be considered acceptable behav-
ior. Yet seen from a different perspective, the individual volunteer in
need of these kinds of assurances might be a successful fit for neoliberal
states.

In sum, for the most part, NGOs in the global North operate within
volunteer cultures that disincentivize public advocacy. A 2008 survey
of a representative sample of U.S.-based nonprofits in four policy areas
by the Johns Hopkins University Center for Civil Society Studies found
that, although nearly three-quarters of nonprofits engage in some form
of public advocacy during the year, less than 2 percent of these orga-
nizations’ budget is devoted to these activities and most “rely on the
least demanding forms of engagement (e.g., signing a correspondence to
a government official endorsing or opposing a particular piece of leg-
islation or budget proposal)” (Salamon and Lessans Gellner 2008: 2).
Advocacy is concentrated “in a narrow band of organizational players –
chiefly the executive director. Most organizations report that clients or
patrons are ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ involved in their lobbying or advocacy”
(2), thus leaving volunteers to perform almost exclusively service-oriented
tasks. Even public-advocacy-oriented NGOs like PETA have established
a three-tiered system of activation in which volunteers play only a limited
role. On the first tier operate a small number of professionalized and well-
trained activists who stage and publicize its messages; a second tier of vol-
unteers is encouraged to practice occasional outreach that is tailored to
be consonant with their lifestyles; and a third tier of “checkbook advo-
cates” is enlisted to provide the funding for public advocacy. Thus the
volunteer orientation of late modern citizenship is not conducive to gener-
ating engaged publics. NGOs have learned to turn a vice into a virtue: By
focusing on institutional advocacy, NGOs might not have extensive need

24 PETA Action Center at http://www.peta.org/actioncenter/act.asp (accessed June 13,
2010).
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for an activated base of citizens and thus might avoid citizen engagement
altogether.

traditional news media

A fourth factor that has significant influence on NGOs’ public advocacy
is access to and representation in established news media. Although the
relationship between NGOs and the news media is changing consider-
ably as new communication technologies facilitate direct communica-
tion and targeted outreach to constituents, donors, and interested publics
(see Chapters 6 and 7), coverage by print media and TV has long been
considered indispensable for successful public advocacy. Even as their
dependency on established media is waning, NGOs still acknowledge the
capacity of just one positive or negative news story in a major newspa-
per or international news outlet to make or break a campaign (Cottle
and Nolan 2009). Thus, at the same time as NGOs explore new civic
spaces on Facebook, Second Life, or other Internet-based working plat-
forms, a prime indicator for successful mobilization remains coverage in
established news outlets.

The study of NGO representation in traditional media, however, is still
in its infancy; empirical analyses are few and far between (i.e., Hale 2007;
Cottle and Nolan 2009).25 Yet some observations are supported by sev-
eral studies and seem to be gaining increasing salience. One, NGOs have
long had a difficult time getting into established media, and if they do,
they had to make large investments in order to get even minimal coverage.
Two, with many traditional news outlets having downsized the number
of reporters who can cover an issue or an area with in-depth knowledge,
NGOs have increasingly become their own news source, which media
outlets take as welcome (and cheap) replacements that compensate for
their own downsized independent reporting. Three, the predilection of
media for personalized stories affects the ways NGOs tailor their public
image and their advocacy; they sideline broader political messages in
favor of direct and personalized accounts of how someone is person-
ally affected by an issue. Let us consider each of these observations
separately.

25 For an excellent introduction to the recent debates on NGOs and the media, see the
discussion papers from the 2009/2010 Harvard Nieman Lab Series on “NGOs and the
News. Exploring a Changing Communication Landscape,” at http://www.niemanlab
.org/ngo (accessed February 17, 2012).
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NGOs Are Marginalized in the News

The marginalization of NGOs in established media is becoming more evi-
dent in different arenas from the global to the local level.26 A report by
Steve Ross for the Fritz Institute and the Reuters Foundation in 2004, ana-
lyzing media coverage of humanitarian relief efforts, found that endemic
problems both of journalists and of NGOs contribute to overall thin
coverage of global relief issues in general and of NGOs in particular
(Ross 2004). As for national-level NGOs, my own exploratory study
on media exposure of five large national urban/housing and five national
women’s advocacy NGOs in four U.S. national newspapers in 2004 (Lang
2009) showed that, during this one-year period, the five women’s NGOs
were mentioned overall only 16 times in these four papers, and the five
urban development NGOs were included in a mere 49 articles across
four papers.27 In more than two-thirds of these articles, the NGO was
referenced only once, suggesting only a fleeting interest by the reporter in
the NGOs’ contribution to a specific issue. Of the 49 articles on urban
development in which an NGO was mentioned, there was only a sin-
gle mention in 35 articles; 11 of the 16 articles that cited a women’s
NGO only mentioned it once. Although we had assumed that national
NGOs in these two arenas would be prominent in promoting “debate
on issues pertinent to the concerns and agendas of their constituents”
(Minkoff 2001: 191), our findings present evidence that the context of
reporting was service-related in almost half of the cases. These articles
reported on the “good deeds” of NGOs overall much more than on their
public advocacy. Of the 10 organizations, 4 were never mentioned in any
newspaper during the year. Not surprisingly, it was prominent NGOs
such as Habitat for Humanity and the Feminist Majority that received
the vast majority of coverage. A similar preference for a small number of

26 One exception to this limited media exposure of NGOs seems to be the abortion debate
in the United States. Ferree, Gamson, Gerhards, and Rucht find in comparing U.S.
and German abortion discourse that in the United States, the NGO and activist sector
provides 43 percent of media speakers in major news outlets. In Germany, by contrast,
these groups only represent 19 percent of the speakers, whereas government has a
much larger discursive footprint (Ferree et al. 2002: 90). One might speculate that the
abortion issue embodies a very specific and long-standing polarized civil society cleavage
in the United States that lends itself to media reports where NGOs become speakers for
polarized constituencies.

27 For their assistance with coding and analysis I would like to thank Aylan Lee, Lindsay
Schrupp, and Zach Hansen. These are the same national NGOs whose financial situation
in 2004 we explored in Chapter 3. Most increased their income substantially during the
period from 1998 to 2005. The combined LexisNexis and ProQuest analysis included
the New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, and USA Today.
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already well-established NGOs seems to exist in local newspaper cover-
age. When sociologists Ronald Jacobs and Daniel Glass (2002) evaluated
the media footprint of a random sample of 750 New York–based non-
profits over eight years in the three major New York newspapers, the
distribution of the more than 9,000 articles that cited NGOs was highly
skewed. On one end of the spectrum, almost one-third of the NGOs
were never mentioned throughout the eight years. On the other end,
about 2 percent of the NGOs appeared in more than 100 news arti-
cles each; “median publicity was two news articles over the eight year
period, suggesting that news publicity is a relatively rare event for most
organizations” (Jacobs and Glass 2002: 240).

Looking beyond the United States, a similar lack of NGO voice has
been found in the coverage of European issues provided by national qual-
ity newspapers across Europe. Hans-Jörg Trenz showed for EU countries
that media coverage on European governance largely fails to mention
NGOs. Although topical articles on Europe account for between 40 and
50 percent of news coverage in the six countries of his sample,28 the vast
majority of the articles identify national governments and the European
Commission as agenda setters. Trenz noted,

The remarkable absence of non-institutional, non-statal actors – be it on the
transnational, national or local level – is striking. . . . There is a clear media bias
towards institutional and governmental actors and not towards civil society.
Although NGOs and civic associations have become progressively included in
European governance and quite often play a decisive role in EU policy deliberation
and decision-making, this activity is not documented in news coverage. (Trenz
2004: 301)

Although there is evidence for NGOs being overall scarce interlocu-
tors in the established news media, there is less consensus on the reasons
for this marginalization. Is it self-inflicted by the lack of professional
media relations of NGOs? Or do many NGOs perceive “no news as good
news” and carry on their work well outside the spotlight of traditional
media? Or do the media actively index the news according to the per-
ceived importance of speakers, and governments as well as established
interest groups rank higher in reputation than the NGO sector? To some
degree, I submit, all three rationales are at work. Many medium-sized
and small NGOs lack any press training. If they have professional PR
experts, they are in the headquarters and not in the field. Yet it is the

28 Data on news coverage are based on quality news outlets in Italy, Great Britain, France,
Germany, Austria, and Spain (Trenz 2004: 296). The sample included 4,225 articles
from the year 2000.
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field from which journalists want to draw personalized stories. NGOs
also are acutely aware that donors tend to be hesitant to fund press oper-
ations. On the other side of the mismatch, media concentration has led
to fewer experts in specific fields of NGO activity, resulting in increas-
ingly inexperienced journalists who take on complex matters and cover
several beats simultaneously (Ross 2004: 5). As a consequence, NGO
members cannot rely on either journalists bringing expertise into a con-
versation or taking the time to learn. The result is decontextualized report-
ing, in which the background of conflicts is often distorted or omitted.
The serious news media “are still more prone to focus on a descriptive
‘who, what, where and when’ rather than on a causative ‘why’” (Darley
2000: 152).

To capture media attention, NGO advocacy must be meticulously
prepared and professionally arranged. These peak moments of publicness
are the work of well-versed PR strategists who focus their energy on
creating lasting images that will rally citizens around a cause while at
the same time “branding” the NGO (i.e., Fenton 2009). Greenpeace has
been singled out frequently as being the role model for crafting such iconic
images in the minds of journalists and the public; doing so takes planning,
ample finances, creative energy, boldness, and a set of potent lawyers in
the background. Greenpeace does not rely on the media finding its events:
It takes the media to its events. For example, while the organization was
engaged in an anti-whaling mission in Russia, the Greenpeace ship Sirius
took eight members of the press into the port of Leningrad. Photographs
of iconic Greenpeace moments, like the arrest of seal campaigner Pat
Moore by Canadian authorities while he was holding a baby seal in his
hands, galvanize the public into support and mobilization for the various
Greenpeace causes (Brown and May 1991: 65). Yet, once the mind clears
out images such as Greenpeace speedboats circling the Brent Spar or
Habitat for Humanity rebuilding houses in New Orleans after Hurricane
Katrina, consumers of traditional media will be hard pressed to identify
a large NGO footprint in the news.

In fact, medium-sized and small NGOs have either substantial diffi-
culty getting news coverage or have given up on getting into established
media. Moreover, such coverage might not even be necessary, because
service and program work might run smoothly without public scrutiny.
The sense that “no news is good news” is therefore quite familiar to
many NGO operatives.29 Donors, moreover, still “lack . . . appreciation

29 See for example interviews in Chapter 5.
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for the benefits of good press relations” (Ross 2004: 3), and therefore
PR personnel are often not accepted as a “fundable” part of grants or
donations. Finally, and this in particular hampers coverage of political
advocacy of NGOs, news media “indexing” (Bennett 1990) means that an
issue is put on the news agenda only if there is valorized input from gov-
ernment representatives. An NGO simply advocating a position would
therefore not entice media outlets to cover it, unless it would “express
opinions already emerging in official circles” (106). Because NGOs fre-
quently address issues and voice opinions in areas that are neglected by
government, indexing in effect deletes much NGO activity from the news
cycle.

NGOs Become Their Own News Source

Actually creating somewhat of an opening into traditional media markets,
NGOs are increasingly becoming their own news source and in this capac-
ity enter symbiotic relationships with established media (Cooper 2009).
Ross reports in his study on media–NGO relations in the humanitarian
relief field that established media ostensibly lack the resources to finance
crisis coverage and that journalists overall lack “specialist knowledge”
such as local or regional history of conflicts that is needed to contextual-
ize an issue (Ross 2004: 4). Cooper describes how the British mainstream
media have come under increasing pressure to downsize and in particular
decrease the size and number of their foreign bureaus (Cooper 2009). As
the economy of news limits established media’s reporting, some NGOs
willingly step in to compensate, creating “free” filmed reports and arti-
cles that often find their way one-to-one into established news outlets.
Cooper cites the example of the cyclone hitting Myanmar in 2008, when
the material provided by Merlin, a UK-based medical relief agency, fed
the opening story of the BBC newscast; in fact, 80 percent of the mate-
rial used in the BBC report came straight from the NGO. The head of
communications in a large international NGO notes that NGOs can ben-
efit from the bind that media journalists are in:

Journalists are now expected to write copy for the newspaper and write copy for
the website and maybe to blog and maybe actually to produce podcasts now as
well. So what we are looking at is how we can make the journalist’s job as easy
as possible. They will take exactly what you give them. I think that has changed
from before, when you gave a journalist a press release or an idea of a story that
would then be worked up. I think now we see much more of our stuff appearing
verbatim. (quoted in Fenton 2009: 7)
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In effect, Cooper argues, autonomous journalists and photographers are
increasingly looking to NGOs to finance their work, citing photographer
Marcus Bleasdale’s comment: “In 2003 I made calls to 20 magazines
and newspapers saying I wanted to go to Darfur. Yet I made one call to
Human Rights Watch, sorted a day rate, expenses and five days later I was
in the field” (quoted in Cooper 2009: 9). Even though NGO resources
are overall not conducive to funding news reports, large NGOs can and
are willing to do so.

How NGOs Deal with Personalization of the News

Getting coverage of NGOs is also made difficult by how the media present
issues in general and conflict in particular. Traditional media rely on per-
sonalized narratives to present issues and are interested in the voice of
conflicting parties. Focusing on the directly affected parties in disputes
will often eliminate coverage of those involved behind the frontlines.
Moreover, the voice of those directly affected is generally individualized
and personalized, rather than put in the context of an organizational affil-
iation. Local and regional NGOs or social movements in the global South
might try to enlist those in the North to help them frame issues in a way
that resonates with the vocabulary and values of the global North. “The
marketing of rebellion” through a few well-positioned northern NGOs
has contributed, for example, to the Mexican Zapatista movement’s and
the Nigerian Ogoni movement’s goals being transmitted in human rights
terms throughout the world (Bob 2005).

In the global North, successful marketing of one’s organization and
the ability to tailor media messages are the prerogative of a relatively few
well-to-do NGOs. PR professionals, a well-developed information infras-
tructure, and money are considered essential to provide media visibility
for the nonprofit sector (Jacobs and Glass 2002: 238). Bennett and col-
leagues compared coverage of meetings of the World Economic Forum
(WEF) and the World Social Forum (WSF) in U.S. media and found that
the WEF, comprising high-status elite organizations and individuals and
supported by more than 1,000 corporate sponsors, was far more promi-
nently featured in the media than the much larger, but global activist
and less elite-oriented WSF (Bennett et al. 2004). Some NGOs try to
serve the personalized and elite-driven media logic by designing personal-
ized and attention-catching strategies such as bringing celebrities into the
story they would like to communicate. When Angelina Jolie visits a chil-
dren’s NGO in Haiti or Brad Pitt inspects NGO housing projects after
Hurricane Katrina, they bring immediate media attention to a specific
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cause. Cottle and Nolan (2009: 8) cite the Australian Communications
Manager of Médecins Sans Frontières, who said, “I think some media out-
lets just won’t run some stories . . . then perhaps you get a Cate Blanchett
or someone to go in there and advocate on behalf of it. So if it’s a female
genital mutilation or something that some outlets are going to cringe
at, you do it through a celebrity possibly.” Andrew Webster, the author
of the first comprehensive study on celebrity diplomacy, sees NGOs as
responsible for part of the hype around celebrity NGO relationships. In
a 2009 discussion at the Annenberg School of Journalism, he asked the
audience whether it “could name more than one or two heads of NGOs.
These people are faceless, even odorless in some sense – at least in the
context of the media” (Norman Lear Center 2009: 11). This facelessness
can in part be compensated for by either putting a face to one’s con-
stituents – and thus giving up some definition of power over the issue –
or by packaging a narrative into a high-power event, thereby buying
into the media’s hunger for sensationalism. Both these strategies require
substantial communication management tools that only few NGOs have.

In sum, and despite the opportunities that new technologies afford,30

there is still a compelling rationale for NGOs to pursue traditional media
to raise awareness of an issue, collect donations, and gather public support
for policies. Yet NGOs’ traditional media footprint is minimal compared
to their numbers and to their activities in civil society. The NGOs’ lack of
professional media relations and interest in working under the radar of
the news and thereby at least not making bad news, as well as the media’s
indexing of potential stories according to what government credentials
a story has, contribute to this thinned-out representation of NGOs in
established news sources. Ironically, the crisis of journalism helps bring
NGO narratives into the newsrooms, with more news outlets relying on
reporters from outside and in effect requiring NGOs to be their own
news source. To make their voice heard, NGOs, particularly large ones,
might also adapt to the proclivities of personalized and celebrity-oriented
reporting. Yet the vast majority of NGOs are not well represented in
traditional media and thus are constrained in their public voice and ability
to generate larger publics.

conclusion

We have identified four sets of conditions that present challenges to
public advocacy for NGOs. The first challenge is the legal regulatory

30 Effects of web 2.0 technology on NGOs’ public profile are discussed in Chapter 7.
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environment in which what is considered public, but nonpolitical, as
opposed to public and political, is a massive gray zone that tends to sub-
tly silence NGO voice. Charity regulations in most countries, even though
they might not directly repress NGO political advocacy, are prone to dis-
incentivize it through unclear definitions and enforcement regulations. A
movement to clarify and thereby relax stipulations around political activ-
ity for NGOs is only in its infancy. The Labor government under Gordon
Brown in the UK and recently the Canadian government have undertaken
efforts to provide NGOs with more reliable knowledge about their rights
to public political advocacy while also signaling that promoting public
political advocacy is not negatively sanctioned in institutional governance
contexts.

A second challenge to public NGO advocacy concerns recent attempts
to limit NGO accountability either to internal issues of management
and transparency or to external donor relations. If NGO legitimacy is
reduced to a matter of transparent management and finances, the sub-
stantive publicness of NGOs evaporates. Within this narrow account-
ability discourse, incentives for NGOs to gain legitimacy through active
engagement in the public sphere and through publicness become muted.
Along the same lines, we found that perceiving NGOs as firms that draw
legitimacy from merely functional sources has a similar effect: The anal-
ogy shifts NGO identity away from their roots in civil society and from
their capacity to foster and aggregate citizen voices. It would be only
rational if the nongovernmental sector would feel compelled by these
limited forms of accountability to focus even more on internal aspects of
their operations at the expense of public engagement. Instead, we have
put forward four modes of public accountability that tie an NGO not
just to its internal operation or to donors and immediate constituents
but also to larger publics. These four modes are transparency, debate,
engagement, and activation. In this perspective, NGO legitimacy rests on
generating publics. The sector’s voice might be less constrained if it could
envision a central source of accountability to be partaking in aggregating
and organizing citizen input.

A third constraint that challenges NGOs’ advocacy in the public sphere
and the fostering of public accountability is the dominance of depoliti-
cized civic engagement practices. The increasing pull to professionalize,
to work with a core of reliable staff, and occasionally to engage volun-
teers to organize an outreach activity is not conducive to NGOs’ ability
to incubate and work with subpublics. It produces inward orientation
and disconnect with constituencies.
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The final constraint to NGO advocacy is the lack of a footprint in the
established media. Only large and resourceful NGOs seem able to attract
substantial media attention, and many small NGOs have given up on even
trying to make it into established news outlets. Even though there are signs
that the downsizing of traditional media might provide opportunities for
NGOs to become their own news source, this applies primarily to topics
whose relevance the news outlets have already established. In other words,
active news sourcing by NGOs does not necessarily imply changes in
agenda setting.

This is not to argue that constraints on NGO public advocacy are all
fueled externally. NGO staff themselves might not even see the need to
work in and with their publics. They might see the publics that NGOs
confront as polarizing or ideologically opposing the mission of the orga-
nization. An NGO working on teenage health issues might prefer not to
engage publics in socially conservative milieus. As an interviewee in the
previously introduced Harwood study explained, “Many of the people
who work in the social sector don’t like the public” (Harwood 2009:
5). Or NGO staff might see these publics as uninformed and needy,
leading NGOs to enter “therapeutic relations” of dominance with their
constituencies (McFalls 2007: 9). Mostly, however, NGO leaders in the
global North might share the sense of an increasingly elusive public,
captured in the statement: “How do you engage people when you can’t
make physical contact? . . . People work two jobs, they don’t go to their
neighborhood schools, they pull into their garage after work.” Another
interviewee added, “I can’t prove that (engagement) is a good return on
investment,” which was seconded by a third NGO leader who argued,
“We lack examples about how this might play out. We encourage our
chapters to get involved with the community, but we can’t tell them what
the benefits will be” (Harwood 2009: 18). The conclusion often drawn by
NGOs when confronting the issues raised in this chapter is that it might
be easier to stay focused on implementing a specific program or working
in institutional governance arenas rather than to invest the time, effort,
and resources in “trying to find a public that may never materialize”
(Harwood 2009: 17).

Some NGOs try to approach their lack of publicness in a purely
functional manner. The solution at hand is to outsource public out-
reach by employing “grassroots lobbying firms” that help generate sup-
port via engineering public participation for specific causes (Walker
2009). The public here becomes something that needs to be “man-
aged” rather than cultivated, “targeted” rather than actively engaged and
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incorporated. Other NGOs are content with enticing from their
constituents the occasional “checkbook advocacy” (Skocpol 1999a),
responding to the observation that citizens are overall less committed
to a specific cause and therefore in principle not continuously involved
(Jenkins 2006).

Outsourcing or simply monetizing the occasional interaction with con-
stituencies, however, might not be sufficient to strengthen the public advo-
cacy dimension of NGO work. If indeed the nongovernmental sector is
to become a central hub for democratic voice in civil society, other path-
ways need to be considered. Some NGOs embrace new technologies that
provide the means to engage publics with relatively few resources and
might increase the level of interactivity between an organization and
its constituents. Using new media might be the easiest way to engage
with broader publics and synergize advocacy. NGOs might also con-
sider joining advocacy coalitions in which their own contribution carries
weight within a much larger assembly of voices. This again might alle-
viate resource scarcity for some organizations; for others it might help
diffuse direct responsibility for more politically outspoken or controver-
sial messages. However, these attempts to incubate publics need to take
place within a political environment that is, if not outright supportive, at
least not opposed to civil society operating as a public sphere. What role
NGOs can play in civil society “depends crucially on the larger political
setting” (Foley and Edwards 1996: 48). I established earlier that govern-
ments, to some degree, rely on the NGO sector to represent citizens. In
turn, NGOs could ask more of government and governance institutions
to increase the limited public sphere footprint of NGOs.

In the short term, debates about modifying the ban on political activ-
ity for charities seem to be inevitable. Crafting regulations that would
increase the opportunity for small and resource-poor NGOs to practice
more public advocacy would need to be part of these debates. More-
over, NGOs could ask their governments to be less strict about funding
public advocacy when contracting with them to provide service. Even
though advocacy tends to have more support in politics and business
than activism and contestation, governments and foundations as well as
many private donors do not like to fund it (Blueprint 2002). Governments
place strict scrutiny on what kinds and how much advocacy can be pur-
sued, and for foundations and private donors, the focus on results-based
programs tends to sideline advocacy efforts. If governments combined
contracts or grants with a stronger emphasis on public outreach and
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engagement, it would incentivize NGOs to see their organizations more
as public advocates.

What would be the motivation for governments to incentivize NGO
advocacy? For one, state actors increasingly realize that, with NGOs
forming a circle of assumed publics around their institutions, the legiti-
macy problems of policy making do not necessarily disappear, but may,
in fact, increase. If governments claim NGOs to be their publics and these
NGOs in turn rarely engage with their constituencies, the democratic line
of public accountability is broken. Second, because of the weakness of
established political parties, there is a need to alter how coalitions are
being fostered and how public opinion is being formed. New alliances
between parties and NGOs might be possible if legal restrictions were
changed and parties realized that they need civic partners to renew their
ties with civil society. Such alliances have been suggested for the global
South as a means to undo the consequential positioning of civil society
actors against, or independent of, the state. The question instead is how
civil society actors can enhance state practices by more closely aligning
with political parties (Carothers 2002a: 19).

Another reason why governments might need to be part of the solu-
tion to enhance NGOs’ formation of publics is that civil society actors
need resources that provide some balance to privatized sponsorship. Civil
societies that rely for the most part on private donors tend to reproduce
existing inequalities. In Western countries, a vast amount of private dona-
tions goes to middle-class causes. Those in poverty and on the margins of
society have neither a strong voice, nor a strong lobby, nor the resources
to craft either. Producing more equal voice in civil society requires gov-
ernment involvement. Even though “the revolution will not be funded”
(Incite 2007), as one activist project famously quipped, generating pub-
lic voice and citizen agency cannot be done without the support of
governments. Thus, government funding and public advocacy can, under
certain conditions, be complementary features of civil society.

In sum, governments and international governance institutions are in
a prime position either to incentivize NGOs to practice public advocacy
or to dampen such efforts. The next two chapters present case studies on
how government–NGO relations might help or hinder public advocacy.



5

Urban Development Advocacy in the United States
and Germany

The city may be described as a structure specially equipped to store and
transmit the goods of civilization.

Lewis Mumford 1961: 30

As the optimum unit for democracy in the 21st century, the city has a
greater claim, I think, than any other alternative.

Robert J. Dahl 1967: 964

It is a damp evening in late spring of 2005 when I make my way from
the Bremen central train station out to the neighborhood of Tenever.
Bremen, a proud Hanseatic city of 700,000 in Germany’s northwest,
has long struggled with perceptions of Tenever as the “sore wound” at
the outskirts of an otherwise well-integrated local polity. After a 20-
minute tram ride I change to a bus, and the first signs of the 1970s
building euphoria peek out in the distance: an ensemble of about three
dozen 15- to 20-story concrete buildings in tight formation, zigzagging
their way along a highway. Here, within about three square miles live
approximately 6,000 people from 88 countries, of whom 70 percent
are migrants and 33 percent receive welfare benefits. And here, under
the most unlikely conditions, strong public engagement flourishes. The
Tenever public and its advocacy power are known throughout the city
and beyond. I am visiting because I want to know why and how this
happened.

After navigating through a maze of buildings, I enter a large open
space buzzing with voices, located on the ground floor of a public services
building. I am visiting the monthly Citizen Forum in which neighborhood

134
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groups, NGOs, business owners, building managers, and city represen-
tatives discuss urban development issues, sign up for projects, and try to
reach solutions. About 200 people are in the room. Behind me sit five
men in their sixties, conversing in Russian. To my right settle seven cool-
looking teenagers sporting skateboards and ball caps of Werder Bremen,
the local soccer club. Many people know each other; they sip tea from
plastic cups that is served at the entrance.

The meeting is called to order by Joachim Barloschky, the long-
standing head of the Project Group that coordinates Tenever initiatives
by NGOs and citizen groups. “Barlo,” as everybody calls him, is an ener-
getic presence in his fifties. He runs a tight ship: On the agenda are more
than 20 items, ranging from complaints against the building manage-
ment about nonfunctioning elevators to an NGO’s appeal to refurbish
the local preschool. The Russians behind me announce that they have
just incorporated as a charity in order to convert an empty apartment
into a public community sauna. The cool-looking teenagers are here to
make their plea for conversion of an empty space between two buildings
into a skate park.

Four observations strike me. One, the more institutionalized actors
in the room, such as city social workers, building managers, and the
local police, are there to listen, not to drive the agenda. They answer
questions and engage where needed, but do not structure or dominate
the debate. Two, NGO representatives speak, but they do not speak for
a clientele; instead, they suggest ways to do things that are then pushed
back and forth in the discussion. Three, the stakes are high, because there
is money involved. The Tenever Citizen Forum has a yearly budget of
about 300,000 Euros1 to support NGOs and groups with good ideas that
get buy-in from the community. So how many people will be served by
the Russians’ sauna? Is it, at this point, more important than the skate
park? The teenagers have prepared a good presentation on their cause,
and the Russians ultimately accept the fact that the teenagers’ request
serves a larger need. Instead they will start by building one small sauna
room in a basement and will seek approval for a larger project from the
Citizen Forum after the idea catches on. My last observation is that all
decisions are made by consensus. If there is anybody in the room who

1 In 2012: 325,000 Euros; data from sign-up list for 2012 projects at http://www.bremen-
tenever.de/Stadtteilgruppe%20Bremen-Tenever Tenever%20Aktuell 0 ak 1047 Antr%
E4ge%20f%FCr%20182.%20Stadtteilgruppe.html.
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absolutely cannot live with a decision, it will be deferred. At about 10:30
pm, I walk toward the bus station with a buzzing head and a sense of
what might make Tenever special: I may have witnessed a public at work.

This chapter focuses on the dynamics of NGOs and advocacy in urban
public spheres and, in particular, on the role of government in shap-
ing NGO voice. Cities and urban environments, as noted in the opening
quotes by Lewis Mumford and Robert Dahl, embody the democratic
promise of a public place between home and work in which practices
of citizenship are learned. Theories of democracy have argued that it
is in the spatial radius of the local where initiation into public advo-
cacy takes place and that local political communication and participation
options are a prerequisite for any kind of sustained civic engagement (see
Barber 1984; Phillips 1996). Even though participation in local elections
is often lower than on the national level, participation rates in other forms
of engagement, such as attending neighborhood meetings and petition-
ing, are higher. And even though new communication technology allows
individuals to express themselves in quick, multiple, and delocalized acts
of advocacy, studies claim that meaningful participation over time still
involves face-to-face encounters and that these are primarily organized
at the local level (see for Great Britain, Parry et al. 1992; for the United
States, Berry, Portney, and Thomson 1993; and for Germany, Roth 1994).
The local public sphere provides the most accessible and organized polit-
ical arena in which opinions can be transformed into political action
through participation in political organizations, issue-specific network-
ing of NGOs, or neighborhood initiatives. If social and political capital
is acquired primarily through socialization processes in the immediate
life world (Bourdieu 1984; Putnam 2001), then the urban public sphere
should be an ideal space in which to investigate engagement practices of
NGOs and government’s role in incentivizing NGOs to organize outreach
and public advocacy.

Just as local interest group politics cannot be easily compared with
national interest group politics (Berry 2010), the local public sphere has
distinct properties that it does not necessarily share with national or global
publics (Lang 2004) and that influence NGOization and advocacy:

(1) We can assume that there is more shared knowledge about the
common public space than in larger contexts. We can think of this
as the cognitive property of local publics.

(2) The experience of being part of a locality with some degree of
common cultural, social and political practices, at least among
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subpublics, produces identification and allegiances, however frag-
ile. We will call this the affective property.

(3) The local level allows for more face-to-face interactions and inter-
personal communication opportunities than larger publics. This
will be called the interactive property.

(4) The local sphere enables easier participation in public affairs by
offering closer proximity to and manageable scale of venues. This
is the participatory and public advocacy property of local publics.

(5) Access to political institutions is facilitated by proximity. We call
this the institutional advocacy property of local publics.

While avoiding any glorification of local democracy, we can assume
that local publics’ distinctive cognitive, affective, interactive, participa-
tory, and advocacy properties should enhance the capacity of NGOs to
serve as catalysts for public advocacy. The degree to which each of these
properties shapes the local public sphere varies. Cognitive and affective
dimensions, for example, might look quite differently in New York City
than in Boise, Idaho, and at times affective identification with a sub-
group in a city might actually entail contestation and conflict with others.
Larger cities allow for fewer face-to-face contacts among citizens than
a New England town with 300 inhabitants. In addition, some cities put
more weight on developing participatory dimensions of governance than
others. These differences notwithstanding, these five distinctive properties
point to a relatively stable cluster of qualities of the local as opposed to
the national public sphere.

Measurements of the quality of local democracy use different meth-
ods, ranging from the thick descriptive and analytical narratives follow-
ing in the footsteps of Robert Dahl’s depiction of New Haven in Who
Governs? (1961) and Jane Mansbridge’s participatory analytics in New
England towns (Mansbridge 1983), to more quantitative measurements
of urban democracy such as in Robert Putnam’s Community Benchmark
Index (Putnam 2002). Some analysts focus on urban social movements
(i.e., Mayer 2003; Brenner, Marcuse, and Mayer 2009), whereas others
concentrate on urban economic inequality (Sellers 2002) or on the inter-
sections of global and local democratic renewal (i.e., Allahwala and Keil
2005).

Kantor and Savitch, in their provocative article, “How to Study Com-
parative Urban Development Politics” (Kantor and Savitch 2005), have
scolded the field for producing “not much” and ultimately “not very com-
parative” analyses, marred by problems such as conceptual parochialism
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and subsequent overstretch. Safeguarding against conceptual overstretch
in this chapter, I submit, is best done by establishing that the following
cases are meant as illustrations of NGO–government interaction in urban
governance and do not attempt to paint a detailed picture of urban devel-
opment politics or urban democracy at large. Each of the cases presented
here is painted with a broad brush in an attempt to distill some distinct
features of NGO advocacy in different urban development arenas. The
focus is on two, albeit important, features of democratic renewal: the role
of NGOs in contributing to public advocacy in urban development and
the role of local government in strengthening or weakening NGO voice.

NGOs2 and civic groups have been identified as central actors in the
reshaping of governance under the auspices of empowerment and citizen
participation (Berry, Portney, and Thomson 1993; Coaffee and Healey
2003). Yet after two decades of experimentation, both empowerment and
citizen participation have lost some of their cache and credibility. What
often is subsumed under these terms in contemporary urban governance
arenas are underconceptualized patchwork attempts to gauge citizen will
formation. Although empowerment and citizen participation initiatives
might suggest active involvement, most stop short of either actually risk-
ing public debate or producing material effects (Mayer 2003). The specific
question this raises in our context is this: Under what conditions do NGOs
and civic groups actually develop public voice and the power to alter
established political or administrative structures? In a broader context,
this chapter seeks evidence of whether institutionalization of advocacy
also applies to the local public and which specific properties of the local
might enhance the public advocacy capacity of NGOs. Hence, the cases
presented here illustrate the interaction of NGOs and local governments,
with a focus on the dynamics that we developed in Chapter 2: identify-
ing conditions under which NGOs do or do not operate as (1) central
communicative actors within mostly non-mass-mediated subpublics that

2 It should be noted that some scholars and practitioners call these “community-based
organizations.” However, because some of my cases include larger organizations with
local community chapters, I refer to them with the umbrella term “NGOs.” In addition
to these NGOs, every city harbors groups that have less routinized and more informal
interaction patterns and are less professionalized in their means of action. I refer to
these groups as “citizen initiatives” or “citizen groups.” However, often, the distinction
between NGOs and these citizen groups gets blurred because the groups increasingly
have to behave like NGOs to become powerful actors in local publics or subpublics. For
pragmatic reasons, citizen groups often cooperate with NGOs to advance their agendas.
Therefore, as elaborated earlier, even citizen groups are not exempt from the pull to
NGOize.
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(2) provide an organizational context for citizen voice and thus organize
the “publicness” of civic concerns by (3) directing advocacy at different
levels of the political or economic system via (4) discursive and nondiscur-
sive means of expression and in that process foster public accountability.

Germany and the United States offer interesting starting points for such
an inquiry because they exhibit quite differently structured civil society
properties. In Germany, a number of well established state-supported
NGOs have been the main carriers of an organizationally strong, yet also
stagnant civic sector for most of the 20th century (Anheier and Toepler
2003; Enquête-Kommission 2002). In the United States, by contrast, the
state historically has encouraged, but not actively funded the multilayered
and ubiquitous civic landscape that today has a wide array of organiza-
tional diversity with many different funding sources (Skocpol 1999a and
b). Although these differences in civil society organization could lead to
the conclusion that the polyarchic structure of American governance pro-
duces a stronger NGO voice in urban development, this inquiry does not
support this state-centered vs. pluralist argument. Instead, the analysis
suggests that strong predictors for whether local NGOs practice public
outreach and thus develop public accountability in urban development are
their respective governance conditions and, in particular, the scope and
quality of NGO interaction with government – an interaction that seems
to cut across broad system types such as the corporatist-pluralist one.
The following cases illustrate that these governance conditions are crit-
ical to how much NGOs contribute to generating and sustaining strong
publics.

urban ngo advocacy: cases and data

The cases presented here draw from fieldwork in three cities in the United
States (San Diego, Oakland, and Seattle)3 and three cities in Germany
(Leipzig, Berlin, and Bremen), each with different populations and civil
society properties. Case selection was based on inventories and measures
of social capital (see Chapter 1, fn. 18) and on the city’s nonprofit density
footprint. A cautionary note is in order: Nonprofit density in Germany
and the United States do not compare directly, because German registrar

3 Initial research for this chapter was sponsored by a grant from the German-American
Fulbright Commission and by the German Federal Parliament Enquête Commission on
Civic Engagement. At the University of Washington data collection was cleared through
Human Subjects Certificate of Exemption #07–5942-X/C.
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table 5.1. Civil Society Properties of the Six Cities

Social Nonprofit Density Nonprofit Density
Capital per 1,000 German Charities

City Populationa Indexb Inhabitants Totalc

Seattle 595,000 High 2.4 N/A
Oakland 404,000 Medium 2.6 N/A
San Diego 1,279,000 Low 1.7 N/A
Bremen 640,000 High 1.7d 5.8
Berlin 3,404,000 Medium 2.5 5.9
Leipzig 506,000 Low 2.5 6.0

a Population figures for the United States from U.S. Census projections for 2008/9; for
Germany, from Statistisches Bundesamt Wiesbaden.

b Social Capital Index for U.S. cities from Robert Putnam’s Community Benchmark Survey
2004; for German cities from Bertelsmann Foundation and expert interviews.

c Available absolute data for the two countries are not comparable. The German charity
registrar does not differentiate charities using the same categories as the IRS. German char-
ity density overall is much higher because it includes certain social, business, professional,
political, and social welfare nonprofits that do not have 501(c)(3) status in the United
States. Data for Seattle and San Diego are from the Corporation for National and Commu-
nity Service at http://www.Volunteering.America.gov; for Oakland, measurements with
data are from the National Council on Civil Society at http://nccs.dataweb.urban.org.
For Germany, data are from Vereinsstatistik (2008) and http://www.handelsregister.de.

d If business, professional, and political organizations were included, Bremen would score
at 3.54: 25.3 percent of all its nonprofits fall under this category versus only 12 percent
of Leipzig’s nonprofits.

data include charities that would not fall in the 501(c)(3) category. Thus
Table 5.1 should not be used for cross-country comparison, but solely
for inner-country comparison.

Data from the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project
give Germany overall a much lower Civil Society Organization Index
score than the United States. This rating system puts the United States in
third place, following the Netherlands and Belgium in terms of capacity,
sustainability, and impact of the sector. Germany is in 11th place (Anheier
and Salamon 2006: 102).

Table 5.1 indicates that in both the United States and Germany there is
no significant correlation between high social capital and nonprofit den-
sity. In fact, in the United States, the city with the highest social capital has
lower NGO density than the city with the medium level of social capital.
In Germany, the highest social capital city scores lower on NGO density
than the medium and low social capital cities, which are tied in NGO den-
sity. We can thus stipulate that the density of NGOs of local civil societies
is not dependent on the level of social capital. We can further assume that
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NGOization – the process by which associations professionalize, institu-
tionalize, and bureaucratize – occurs just as much in cities with low levels
of trust and community building as in cities with high levels. Overall, in
both countries, the number of registered charities, as well as the size of
their workforce, rose substantially in the past two decades. In Germany,
the sector almost doubled from 286,000 associations after unification in
1990 to 554,000 associations in 2008.4 Its workforce expanded from
3.9 percent of the economically active population of West Germany in
1990 to 5.9 percent in unified Germany in 2005.5 The data for the United
States, as presented in Chapter 1, corroborate this increase in profession-
ally employed NGO staff.

One of the policy fields in which citizens tend to have a high stake,
and therefore public advocacy tends to be strong, is urban development.
Struggles about urban private and public space are directly linked to social
exclusion and the power of public voice (Haus 2005). Therefore capacity-
building, especially to enable involvement of marginalized groups, is often
a key part of urban development and provides for interesting case mate-
rial.

I began the process of case selection during my first interviews, con-
ducted between 2000–2. I asked stakeholders from NGOs, government,
and the media what they saw as the most central conflicts in urban devel-
opment and then selected the cases that they mentioned most often. These
cases served as empirical material for exploring two questions: First, how
do local urban development NGOs act in their capacity as advocates in
the public sphere? To put it differently, how does the NGOization of
urban publics broaden, channel, or restrict public communication and
participation? Second, what role do local governments play in whether
these NGOs become catalysts or proxies for urban democracy? In all, I
conducted 60 interviews in these six cities between 2000 and 2007.6

I studied the self-perception of NGOs and government actors in regard
to activating citizens and encouraging public involvement, as well as
policies, actual interactions, and policy results in the selected cases.
Semi-structured interviews, analysis of government and NGO documents,
and participant observation provided the empirical base for illustrating
why NGOs in some cities become catalysts for public voice, whereas

4 Data from Vereinsstatistik (2008) and Anheier and Seibel (2001: 74).
5 Data from the Johns Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project (cited in Anheier

and Salamon 2006 and online at http://www.ccss.jhu.edu).
6 See Appendix 1 for details of the interview procedures.
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in other urban contexts they tend to become proxies for participatory
governance.7

The cities show cross-national similarities in terms of the strength of
NGO capacity to enable and carry public advocacy. The majority of
both San Diego and Leipzig urban development NGOs have not acquired
strong institutional or public advocacy capacity. Most NGOs are weak,
whereas a few strong players have become part of a tightly governed
public sphere that presents itself as fairly exclusive. In the middle we find
Berlin and Oakland, where attempts to manage diverse urban develop-
ment constituencies have led to an outsourced but government-managed
public sphere. NGOs have some autonomy, but are ultimately restricted
in public advocacy by the cities’ governance practices that remain fairly
closed to public input. In effect, NGOs operate with more deference to
government than public constituencies. On the other end of the spectrum,
in Seattle and Bremen, both NGOs and their constituents have stronger
institutional and public voice. In both cities, I submit, the local govern-
ment operates at the center of a networked public sphere that during the
time of this investigation operated fairly inclusively and actively pursued
input from citizens through multiple venues. Hence, in both Seattle and
Bremen, fostering public accountability of NGOs is a stronger part of
the local governance culture than in the other cities. In the following
sections, we examine in detail the properties of a governed, managed,
and networked public sphere and their implications for NGO advocacy
and accountability. The cases illustrate the larger questions of governance
processes in relation to the NGO sector.8

the governed public sphere

San Diego, the border city on the Pacific Ocean and Mexico that rein-
vented itself from a military hub in the postwar era, via a detour as
Time magazine’s “Bust Town”9 of 1962 to a more diversified manufac-
turing economy, has to some degree remained a military town. Military

7 Because the study has an exploratory design and does not include control cases in the
strict sense, the results should be considered tentative. Nonetheless, the evidence collected
during fieldwork is persuasive and thus warrants further research.

8 For a more systematic discussion of the levels and dimensions of urban governance
processes see Coaffee and Healey (2003).

9 Time magazine, August 17, 1962 portrays San Diego as a town that “had brashly bet
heavily on the aircraft industry and cleaned up for nearly 15 years,” but was now “in
missile-age trouble.”
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expenditures still make up about 20 percent of the city region’s gross
product, and more than 300,000 military retirees live on pensions in
the region.10 As a hub for West Coast tourism and conferences, San
Diego also relies on a large service sector economy that is fueled by low-
or minimum-wage workers. Many workers commute from San Diego’s
Mexican “alter ego” in Tijuana on a daily basis through the busiest bor-
der crossing in the world. In 2004, 48.2 million people walked or drove
into the United States at the San Ysidro crossing between San Diego and
Tijuana, or roughly 132,000 people a day.11

As in many other cities across the United States, urban development
decisions in the past decades were largely driven by the need to increase
revenue, attract investors, and redevelop the downtown; in San Diego a
large baseball stadium was part of this development process. Yet while
debates over urban investments made headline news, they also exposed
a puzzling problem: San Diego had no visible footprint of public advo-
cacy organizations in the urban development arena. Given that housing
prices in the San Diego region had roughly tripled over the past 30 years
and downtown revitalization meant displacement for substantial pockets
of low-income housing, vibrant NGO advocacy around issues of afford-
able housing in the city could have been expected. Instead, I found a
city suffering serious blight with a civil society unable to articulate its
grievances (SD-7-ND).12 As one of my interlocutors put it succinctly,
“the bottom line here is, there is not much (NGO activism) here” (SD-
9-DC). One explanation that was given was that neither retirees nor
service workers are “naturally” strong mobilizers. Yet I did in fact dis-
cover outspoken individuals advocating for affordable housing. I found
them at San Diego University and at University of California-San Diego,
among engaged women and men in downtown condominiums and in
neighborhood councils. What these citizens shared was frustration that
their critique had not coalesced into advocacy organizations. It seemed
as though advocacy efforts had been absorbed and monopolized by two
public nonprofit corporations – the Centre City Development Corpora-
tion (CCDC) and the Southeastern Economic Development Corporation
(SEDC) – both established by the San Diego City Council between 1975

10 Greater San Diego Chamber of Commerce. Economic Bulletin (1994) Vol. 42, No. 7,
pp. 2–3.

11 Data from Research and Integrative Technology Administration at http://www.bts.gov/
data and statistics (accessed November 24, 2009).

12 All interview citations of this chapter are documented in Appendix 1.
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and 1981 to develop downtown and redevelop 15 other project areas.13

It was these two nonprofits that ran urban development projects, and
it was only via these two highly professionalized and institutionalized
nonprofits that any affordable housing issue in their redevelopment areas
could be addressed successfully.

On paper, both CCDC and SEDC had established citizen participa-
tion processes, in which some of the local housing activists I met were
or had been participating. When I visited CCDC offices, where 39 staff
workers overlooked the city’s downtown, I was introduced to an elabo-
rate theory about citizen empowerment; a few weeks later, I observed it
during a meeting of CCDC’s Project Area Committee (PAC).14 California
redevelopment law, I learned, requires a PAC if redevelopment displaces
low-income housing. The PAC consisted of 28 elected members represent-
ing residential homeowners and tenants, as well as business owners and
NGOs. It was supposed to be the communication link between citizens,
the development corporation, and the city government. A CCDC member
described to me the process of assessing the community impact of new
developments: “The PAC, they are going to listen to people’s concerns.
They are going to look at parking, architecture, art, impact.” I asked
whether the PAC could block a project. The answer was no: “The PAC’s
voice is heard. [But] if it is good for the economic benefit of downtown,
the CCDC moves it forward, no matter what . . . this is what CCDC is
there for. The citizen’s group is there to make us see how a develop-
ment could impact the citizens . . . but they are an advisory group, not
more” (SD-1-CB). I asked what other venues for advocacy PAC members
might have. My interlocutor hesitated and then said, “PAC members can
appear as individuals before the City Council.” Yet she made clear that,
if they do appear before the City Council, they speak as individuals, not
as representatives of a citizen advocacy group.

I arranged to meet with one former and one present PAC member. Both
are affluent women who live in beautiful downtown condominiums. One
is a long-standing activist who manages an online community discussion
list for urban development issues; the other had started an initiative to
make the PAC more responsive to, and proactive in, integrating broader
participation into the process. Both had witnessed how incensed local

13 The City of San Diego, Redevelopment Agency Annual Report 1999. Available at
http://www.sandiego.gov/redevelopment-agency/overview.shtml#reports (accessed
April 3, 2004). For an overview on the role of city development corporations in revital-
izing urban neighborhoods in the United States, see Kirkpatrick (2007).

14 Their title has since been changed to the Centre City Advisory Committee.
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communities had become at events when CCDC took the public stage,
and they took it on themselves to establish better relationships with their
publics. “We need to do more as far as public relations goes; we need to let
our constituents know what we represent,” one of the women said (SD-
8-JS). Because there were no funds in CCDC’s budget for outreach activ-
ities, this member approached CCDC, requesting funds to print posters
announcing a community outreach meeting she was planning. CCDC
agreed to print the posters, but at the time of our interview, which was
just a week before the meeting, the posters had not yet been delivered.
Both women felt ambivalent about their role as intermediaries advocating
for community interests, describing the PAC as being a resource-deprived
appendix of CCDC.

Community activists shared the perception of a closed governance
structure in which only a few major NGOs participated. I spent time in
a neighborhood that tried to obtain funds from SEDC, the other major
development corporation, to redevelop a rundown shopping area that
had become a hub for drug use. Again, I heard similar complaints about
the symbolic politics of participation in the city. SEDC had a PAC that is
“just an advisory committee that has no power at all. Even if they say ‘no,’
and SEDC wants it to happen, it will happen. That’s a problem” (SD-6-
SM), explained one of the activists driving the shopping area revitalization
idea. “What can you do?” I asked her. She described a two-tiered strategy:
Younger people would use e-mail to bombard the City Council, and older
community members would go from door to door and collect signatures
on a petition supporting the project. “Is going to SEDC meetings an
option?” She shook her head in frustration, saying, “One time we had
about 200 to 300 people there, and we had our little bit of time that we
could speak, two or three minutes. The last time we were there at one of
their meetings, the police got called. It is an intimidation thing. . . . They
did not do anything, they were just there in case things got out of control.
But I don’t know. You have the right to raise your voice and speak your
mind” (SD-6-CM). By contrast, this group invited SEDC to its community
forums, and the nonprofit at first sent a representative, but that individual
stopped attending.

In sum, organizing public voice in San Diego is difficult. Even “the
labor movement here is San Diegoized a little bit,” chuckled one of
my interviewees, making creative use of the institutionalizing feature of
NGOization. “Compared to other places, there are very few advocacy
organizations, very few political organizations” (SD-9-DC). The gov-
ernment is closed and seen as not responsive to citizen needs, working
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only with a few hand-picked NGOs that dominate the civic terrain and
absorb most public advocacy attempts. It has not encouraged its incor-
porated NGOs to develop public accountability by practicing meaningful
outreach. The community development corporations’ outreach to con-
stituents was thus little more than symbolic politics.

Organizing public advocacy in Leipzig turned out to be equally prob-
lematic, albeit for somewhat different reasons. The city is hailed as the
birthplace of the East German revolution that brought down the Wall in
1989. So-called “Monday Demonstrations” started in Leipzig in Septem-
ber and then spread throughout the former East Germany (GDR). The
largest demonstration, with about 70,000 citizens, took place on Octo-
ber 9, 1989, and is credited with marking the beginning of the end of
the GDR regime. Ten years later, the city was involved in a variety of
dialogues between government, NGOs, and citizens about fostering civic
engagement. The city won second place in the CIVITAS competition of
1999, a contest funded by the Bertelsmann Foundation to improve citi-
zen engagement in German cities. A unit was established as part of the
mayor’s office whose task it was to provide information on the level of
citizen participation in town, as well as to take up citizen complaints
and handle them effectively. In the urban development arena, several
projects were commissioned with local planning bureaus to assess the
needs of citizens in urban problem zones. The city also became active
in the Bertelsmann Foundation’s CIVITAS network to strengthen local
democracy and adopted a local Agenda 21 process15 whose aim was
to bring government, NGOs, citizens, and other stakeholders together
to develop and implement sustainable city practices. Yet what looked
like an inclusive and citizen-oriented governance culture turned out on
closer inspection to be, as in San Diego, a restricted public commu-
nication sphere that did not promote the public advocacy function of
NGOs.

At the core of the Agenda 21 process in Leipzig were efforts to bring
local actors together, ranging from two neighborhood development ini-
tiatives in blighted areas to the establishment of an office of civic engage-
ment and the development of a local Democracy Balance Sheet. The basis
for this Democracy Balance Sheet was a large survey in which 2,000

15 Local Agenda 21 processes are the result of an action plan drafted at the 1992 UN
Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, in which 180 countries
signed on to promote sustainable development. More than 1,000 cities and communali-
ties worldwide have signed on to Agenda 21.
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citizens were asked for input about their living conditions, their percep-
tions of Leipzig’s sustainability issues, and challenges that needed gov-
ernment and civil society attention.16 Coordinated by the Leipzig Office
for Civic Engagement, also called the City Office, this Balance Sheet was
to provide a road map for government investment and increased coop-
eration with local NGOs in addressing citizens’ needs. The City Office
invited a small number of the city’s 3,700 NGOs to participate in drafting
and evaluating the Balance Sheet (LEI-1-RK).

Since its creation in 1999, the City Office had been run by an urban
planner and a part-time assistant. The planner, a soft-spoken, guarded
man in his mid-thirties, was hired despite interventions from some local
NGO members who regarded him, to cite one of the harsher comments,
as a “weak puppet of the mayor” who “in these five years has never put
his foot down for our causes in government” (LEI-7-PF). On paper, the
City Office’s record looked impressive. It conducted a needs assessment
regarding the relationships between citizens and the local bureaucracy
and presented the results to municipal department heads and the City
Council. It selected a set of projects to increase citizen engagement and
identified several urban culture and development NGOs as partners for
these projects; these NGOs also regularly participated in meetings that
the City Office convened every two months to discuss civic engagement
in Leipzig.

However, the record looked less impressive on the output side. Inter-
views with NGOs revealed frustration about the process and the city’s
commitment to working with the results of the survey. Most of the
projects that were selected by the City Office as strategic responses to
the Democracy Balance Sheet and as model projects of civic engagement
had already been in place long before, sponsored by NGOs and without
government endorsement. NGO representatives felt that the local gov-
ernment, through its civic engagement initiative, had become a free rider
on their territory, without any added value of government engagement or
any additional funding. The NGO actors called the bimonthly meetings
“mostly a waste of time” and “superfluous,” because “everything that
costs additional money is off the table there” (LEI-5-IH). They described
government agencies as largely closed to communication with local
NGOs, the exception being again the two neighborhood development

16 The survey had a return rate of only 23.4 percent and thus cannot be called represen-
tative. Oversampled were older Leipzigers; immigrants and citizens with less than high
school diplomas were underrepresented (Stadt Leipzig 2005).
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initiatives and the Agenda 21 bureau, which had close contractual rela-
tionships with the local government. Whenever citizen participation
needed to be organized in development projects, a single private plan-
ning contractor came into play. He drafted the surveys, performed eval-
uations, and, on the whole, seemed to be the government’s sole link to
urban development participation. This contractor defined his role largely
in a technocratic manner. He saw himself as a service provider with
the tools to facilitate specific, one-time-only citizen input in an urban
development project. The notion that he might help citizens gain pub-
lic voice and acquire means to sustain advocacy seemed foreign to him
(LEI-9-RE). His government-contracted services produced the occasional
one-time civic input mostly in survey form, but did not generate aggre-
gated and sustainable forms of civic participation. Neighborhood NGOs’
opinions were solicited only infrequently.

By 2008, and after three more years of stagnant implementation of a
few showcase projects, several members of the Democracy Balance Sheet
initiative left the process under protest. Their claim was stark: Nothing
had been done to give local NGOs and their constituents influence in local
government during the past ten years. The public engagement processes,
they claimed, had turned into a farce. Citizens and their associations, edi-
torialized the Leipziger digital newspaper, “feel excluded and hoaxed.”17

Positive change in the city, concluded the paper, could only happen “if
citizens come together according to the example of 1989: with self orga-
nized demonstrations and self organized, not government-led meetings.”
This sentiment was echoed by some of the representatives of the par-
ticipating NGOs, who claimed, “We don’t need institutionalized steer-
ing, we need transparency from the government. . . . There should be all
3,700 NGOs in town involved. . . . We are being used as poster children”
(LEI-5-IH).

Thus the local government of Leipzig, while publicly displaying a focus
on civic engagement, has in effect, through its mode of institutional-
ization, restricted public communication venues and disabled the public
advocacy function of the majority of NGOs. By generating a smokescreen
of citizen activation it effectively counteracted the demands by NGOs for
more open government, more communication, and more resources for
civic engagement projects. A few selected accommodating NGOs and a
private firm were representing the public in government; beyond that, the
NGO sector had to find its own resources and communication means to

17 Leipziger Internetszeitung, March 28, 2009.
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practice and encourage advocacy in the city. Both San Diego and Leipzig
thus had developed governance structures that, although differing in their
language regarding participatory empowerment, in fact govern the public
sphere effectively through either a tightly controlled semi-institutionalized
set of quasi-NGOs or a city agency. Both cities selected partners that con-
trol public engagement according to how it fits the cities’ agendas. Both
practice disempowering symbolic politics of engagement that include a
small slice of the NGO sector and marginalize critical NGOs.

the managed public sphere

The two cities with medium levels of social capital in our sample, Berlin
and Oakland, are similar in that both have outsourced a considerable
amount of civic engagement activities in the urban development sec-
tor. In Oakland, large urban NGO intermediaries have taken on the
government-sponsored role of training smaller NGOs in participatory
and empowerment strategies. In that city, relatively independent NGO
intermediaries have traditionally been the links between citizens, smaller
groups, and the local state. In Berlin, the city outsourced much of its
civic engagement by creating and funding intermediaries, in particular
hot spots of urban blight. In both cases, these intermediaries establish,
train, and channel existing initiatives and encourage citizen activation.
Yet here the similarities end.

The Berlin government, after identifying 15 city quarters with spe-
cial social and economic needs, established so-called neighborhood-
management (Quartiersmanagement) projects in 1999 by contracting
with urban development NGOs after a competitive selection process.
Using a mix of federal, state, and EU funding, these urban development
NGOs were given the responsibility to mobilize existing nonprofit and
for-profit resources to stabilize the neighborhood and generate citizen
engagement. Neighborhood-management NGOs contracted with the city
and had only limited funds (15,000 Euros per neighborhood) to support
NGO or citizen-led initiatives. On top of this base funding, each of the
neighborhoods received 250,000 Euros for two years in 2001 and 2002
to invest in new projects. These projects were selected from an application
pool by newly installed neighborhood councils, in which citizens were to
hold at least 50 percent of the seats, with institutional actors and NGOs
holding the remaining seats. This windfall funding was not repeated and
was largely used to repair infrastructure such as playgrounds and parks
and to install dog litterbags (Eick 2005).



150 NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere

For the most part, in Berlin the neighborhood-management process
relies on synergizing already existing NGO activities by drawing them
into the institutionalized venue for providing information and advocacy.
The main agenda that all neighborhood-managements share is a focus
on jobs, crime and public space. Small NGOs complain that it is almost
impossible to be heard if an organization is not part of the neighborhood-
management process or has a different agenda. They find it much more
difficult to interact with city officials, because all matters are now
channeled through the neighborhood managers, who in the early phase
of the program did not come from the neighborhood and tended to be
distrusted by established citizen groups (BER-5-FW). The neighborhood-
management NGOs have been installed as intermediaries: They manage
public communication and citizen engagement in the neighborhood, while
at the same time serving at the political level as aggregates of that citizen
engagement (BER-8-KH).

Neighborhood managers are well aware of the potential for funding
streams to dry up if too many contested public issues surface. They are
success oriented and, just as in other donor–client relationships in which
the donor does not encourage dissent or public voice, tend to avoid risky
projects that might fail. They select interventions that are in line with the
neoliberal restructuring of a financially stressed city, while at the same
time ignoring suggestions of many other long-standing associations and
NGOs in the quarter (Fritsche 2003: 185). Moreover, critics point out
that their management of the neighborhood is not always benign. They
have been identified as offering low-wage work and acting as the extended
arm of the police by financing security services (Fritsche 2003), thereby
contributing to the “poor policing the poor” (Eick 2003).

As opposed to Bremen, where a similar funding mix is used to sup-
port urban development projects in neighborhoods like Tenever, the
neighborhood-management NGOs in Berlin are bound by contracts that
in effect make them beholden to government. Critics claim that the funds
go mostly into revitalization of building stock and much less into gen-
erating civic or social capital (Schnur 2008). In addition, neighborhood-
management NGOs are stigmatized as operating only in “troubled neigh-
borhoods” (BER-6-SK). The managers’ need to focus on short-term
effects leads to problems of trust within their neighborhoods. Local sub-
publics thus perceive quarter neighborhood-management NGOs as an
extension of government (BER-3-MT; also Fritsche 2008). Even though
these NGOs were mandated to be the public voice of the “troubled neigh-
borhood,” they seem to shy away from public accountability. “Going
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public,” as they seem to have realized, does not help as much in the next
funding cycle as listing examples of the seemingly vibrant associational
democracy under their umbrella. In fact, the neighborhood-management
scheme results in the highly institutionalized advocacy of a few NGOs,
largely at the expense of a broader mobilization of citizens. The local gov-
ernment legitimizes neighborhood-management NGOs not on the basis of
public accountability, but on the basis of their ability to manage problem
areas and mute dissent.

Whereas Berlin has outsourced civic engagement to institutionalized
intermediaries under government control, Oakland has outsourced civic
engagement to large NGO intermediaries without keeping control. As a
result, according to a government official, Oakland city agencies have
in recent years lost their capacity to manage civil society (OAK-9-MB).
When a new mayor and city manager were elected in 1998, their pri-
mary task was to regain what was labeled “direct contact with citizens.”
The new city management announced that their sponsorship of large
NGO intermediaries had resulted in a loss of government input into
local community affairs; now they were confronted with “fiefdoms of
intermediary NGOs” (OAK-9-MB) that prevented citizen activation by
predefining and then supporting only particular interests in the commu-
nity. Thus, eliminating these NGO fiefdoms was one of the prime tasks
of the new government (OAK-6-GN/KK), and they did so by deliberately
excluding these intermediaries from funding streams and discussions on
civic engagement projects. Smaller NGOs in the urban development arena
were pressured not to contract anymore with these larger NGOs (OAK-7-
US). The intermediaries, who had traditionally understood their mission
as “being consultants for community change” (ibid.), were taken by sur-
prise and saw their power as facilitators threatened. At the same time,
they voiced frustration with “the change efforts where we were closely
allied and sometimes almost inside the bureaucracies trying to work on
change with them and trying to find champions within the institutions
and support them (and) . . . then being frustrated with not seeing much
change” (OAK-7-US). One representative admitted, “Right now we’re
having a running battle with the city administration . . . about the role of
the nonprofit sector. I think that they are very comfortable with nonprofits
in the service provision role; they are a lot less comfortable with nonprof-
its doing advocacy and especially the intermediary community in Oak-
land” (ibid.). The NGO representative cited an example of these frictions
that occurred regarding an urban development program administered
through Oakland schools, and his comments are worth quoting at length:
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Central to us was a notion that these weren’t just afterschool programs, but
engines for neighborhood change and therefore they had to have a strong compo-
nent of community organizing and community governance. We wrote that into
the proposals, we raised money to give to the sites to develop community cen-
ters, and as we looked at a citywide governance structure for this initiative; every
time we started out with agencies at the table, every time a site was authorized
by the group, they got two seats at the table: one for a resident and one for a
lead agency. And so sites started building and we had three sites, and the table
was even in terms of CBOs, lead agency, and folks from the neighborhood. They
came to the table and [the City Official in charge] came to a few meetings and
basically said we lacked direction, we didn’t have good outcomes da da da, all
sorts of excuses, and basically pulled away from that table, and set out an alter-
native table, through another project, where the county health services agency
director [The City Official himself], the superintendent of schools, and the East
Bay Community Foundation were in control of it. At one point I went over and
said, “Something is going on. I want to know, have we done something wrong?”
But I’ve had this really chilly reception all through the school district after years
of having real open access and them seeking out our advice is now just a stone
wall, and I said I want to know what is going on, and he said, “It is me. I think
you are doing things that you should not be doing, you are playing roles that
you should not be playing, and you are not accountable and you are doing things
that basically government should be doing.” And we had a prolonged argument
about why we were there because government wasn’t doing it and resisted doing
it and even when they tried, tended to mess it up. So, anyway, that went on, and
it really impacted the work we were doing in the [project] because he refused to
designate any additional sites even though we had raised money for them.

He goes back over to the city . . . mad, and he takes it back and again all
through city agencies we get a stone wall. In places where we had access and
good relationships, people are afraid to deal with us. About a month ago . . . I went
over to talk to him and said, “What is going on?” And basically his reasoning
has become much more sophisticated at this point: “Basically, intermediaries
have stopped progress in Oakland” is his assessment. You have many of the
relationships with constituencies that government should have, and our basic
approach is: “Remove the intermediaries government.”

And I went through a list of every major project we were doing and said:
“Well, is there any role you can see for an intermediary?” And he said, “I can’t
think of any.” So I went down a list of our major projects and said, “Is that an
appropriate role for an intermediary in your judgment?” And he said “no” to all
of them. (OAK-7-US)

When I interviewed the government official in charge of the demise of
Oakland intermediaries, he shared an alternative perception of that same
process:

About 16 years ago, the government turned to the activist community, the CBO
community, the civic engagement community, and literally turned over huge
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chunks of city government to those groups with very little oversight. . . . I person-
ally do not highly value intermediary organizations, because government ought
to be willing, able, and capable of dealing directly with the community. That we
don’t need an intermediary to have that happen, and often the intermediary brings
their own agenda, especially with long-standing intermediaries like we have in
this town. . . . As opposed to doing community organizing to organize citizens
to do things, they now organize citizens to become lobbyists for government to
do things. And the partnership of doing things with government has changed to
organizing to be concerned with the power of government. . . . And building com-
munity capacity to solve their own problems is very difficult work. To organize
community to come and advocate government to do things differently is much
easier work. (OAK-9-GM)

The clear message from this city official who serves as liaison to the
intermediaries is that the role of community-based NGOs is not to orga-
nize citizen voice, particularly voice that could be critical of the state.
“I see CBOs as a provider community vs. an advocacy community or
an intermediary community,” argued the Oakland city official (OAK-9-
GM). Local NGOs are to organize citizens “to do” something; that is, to
help out as volunteers and thereby compensate for the lack of state funds
and intervention in problem zones. Yet those citizens are not entitled to
collectively put demands onto government. In other words, they should
get things done and in the process be accountable to the government
funders; strengthening public accountability to constituents is not part of
Oakland officials’ vision for the nongovernmental sector.

This limited role is similar to what the Berlin government demands of
its intermediary neighborhood-management NGOs. As different as these
two case studies are, both governments’ attempts to manage the NGOized
urban development public via intermediaries led to clientelistic relation-
ships with the local government. In Berlin, that relationship is tightly con-
trolled through the locally run funding structure and strong government
input in the kinds of projects that are sponsored. The neighborhood-
management NGOs are institutionally weak advocates themselves and
are therefore badly positioned to promote citizen advocacy. In Oakland,
much stronger NGO intermediaries that had diversified their funding
sources and could challenge local government accountability still needed
government access to be effective in their neighborhoods and issue areas.
When the city government decided that the intermediaries had become
too strong and too independent a voice, it took nothing more than a high-
ranking official to put a stop to a long tradition of institutional advocacy
and access to local government. Doors were shut down from one day
to the next. Yet, at least during the time of this field research, Oakland
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city officials did not present their own initiatives on how to organize
civic engagement processes without the facilitation of these large NGOs.
Ultimately, both cases indicate that NGO advocacy, within a tightly gov-
ernment managed communication sphere, is at risk of creating clientelistic
and precarious NGO–government relations and publics that constrain the
nongovernmental sector’s potential to incubate broader public advocacy.

the networked public sphere

Bremen is a city in northern Germany with around 660,000 inhabitants.
It has one of the highest levels of public debt nationwide and the highest
ratio of public employees as a percentage of the general population. Yet
it is a city that has been called in a recent survey by German Manager
Magazin one of the “most dynamic cities” in the country.18 Bremen’s gov-
ernment has long practiced a dual urban development approach: Respon-
sibility for high-stake prestige projects is kept within the confines of city
parliamentary committees and the urban development department, but
most other urban development decisions are made on the neighborhood
level. A well-networked NGO environment in the neighborhoods repre-
sents diverse, often contradictory interests that are mediated in institu-
tionalized planning processes organized either by the local government or
by neighborhood groups. One feature of this networked NGOized urban
development public that is immediately apparent is its communicative
density. The NGO representatives interviewed for this study, when asked
whether they knew where to go in the city and whom to talk to about
any number of issues involving urban development, claimed consistently
that there was a “politics of open doors” (BRE-11-JH), that they knew
personally the people in charge (BRE-10-BH) or someone near them, and
that they rarely encountered a communicative breakdown either between
groups or with the city. As one activist put it, “When you walk across
one of the markets Saturday morning, you’re likely to run into the mayor,
someone from the urban planning committee and at least three other city
people that you needed to talk to” (BRE-6-KW). Bremen’s political com-
munication culture has an eye-to-eye quality in which NGOs and other
actors in the public sphere for the most part do not recall experiencing

18 Manager Magazin August, 2005. Bremen is also number 1 for attracting high-tech
industry and number 16 among German cities in work-life balance (cited in BAW Institut
für regionale Wirtschaftsförderung 2005: 4).
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strong hierarchies, closed doors, or arcane decision making (BRE-4-
HG). City officials present Bremen’s dense communication circuits and
their neighborhood focus as a democratic resource that has historically
enhanced Bremen’s reputation and just needs to be fed with what John
Dryzek calls a modernized “institutional software” (1996: 104) to keep it
vibrant (BRE-2-FH). Political institutions thus do not just see themselves
as providing “institutional hardware” but also as part of the software
of “associated and supportive discourse” (Dryzek 1996: 104) in the city.
Subpublics are encouraged and equipped to communicate with politi-
cal and economic actors, and these actors turn to NGOized subpublics
to engage with citizen concerns in planning processes. Even though
Bremen’s NGOs are quite disillusioned with the ability of the local media
to represent their causes, they have found alternative outlets in the sublo-
cal free weeklies and in government-sponsored, web-based communica-
tion forums.

As described in the beginning of this chapter, Bremen has a number of
troubled neighborhoods. Among them, Tenever had attracted the city’s
attention as early as the late 1980s when its state-subsidized apartment
units were serving increasingly as an arrival point for immigrants from
Southern Europe, Africa, and later Eastern Europe and Russia. The per-
centage of German renters declined. Social tensions between Germans
and migrants, as well as among immigrant groups, flared and unemploy-
ment rose. In the early 1990s, the investor who owned a large part of the
neighborhood abandoned the buildings and left them to the city. The revi-
talization program, “Living in Neighborhoods,” was created, and instead
of focusing mainly on the building stock of the quarter, it practices an
integrated approach of job creation, economic revitalization,19 and the
establishment of communicative ties between Tenever’s diverse subpopu-
lations. The city commissioned two full-time staff into the neighborhood
to work with the existing neighborhood initiative Stadtteilgruppe, pro-
viding it with professional support and building citizen engagement. This
staff is on the city’s payroll, but Tenever’s citizens lobbied successfully
to hire a Tenever activist/social worker and an urban planner, both of
whom had long lived in the neighborhood and were perceived as com-
mitted activists rather than as public officials. That their institutional

19 Mixed funding sources from different city departments are used to sustain, among other
programs, a family center, a child care facility, a youth job creation program, and a
youth center.
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position within the Stadtteilgruppe NGO and their institutional position
within the city have conflicted so little over the years is primarily due to
the fact that, as one of them claims, “the city never forced me to execute
something; they listen to me as a spokesperson for the neighborhood”
(BRE-3-JB) and Tenever citizens know that he is a well-connected, effec-
tive, and publicly outspoken advocate for them.

A central piece of the city’s efforts to engage Tenever’s citizens is the
WIN (Wohnen in Nachbarschaften; Living in Neighborhoods) initiative,
a citywide program established in 1998 to invest in urban development
in blighted areas of Bremen. Tenever receives about 300,000 Euros per
year for grassroots projects and jointly decided tasks to improve the
neighborhood.20 How these funds are used is decided in the meetings
described at the outset of this chapter. The most striking feature of this
decision-making process – for any outsider, but maybe more so for the
social scientist – is that everybody in the room, not just people with
institutional affiliations, has veto power. If one person objects to funds
going toward a specific goal, the money will not be allocated to that
particular cause, and discussion will be renewed at a later time. What in
larger political arenas often results in gridlock works well in this local
communicative space. Citizens engage with each other’s issues and devise
strategies to convince others of the relevance and legitimacy of their
projects. The Stadtteilgruppe NGO serves as convener and mediator of
this public communication event. Local government enables it by attend-
ing as one participant among many, taking up issues in a nondefensive
way, and providing funds to address community claims without prede-
termining how this money is to be spent. Interviews in the neighborhood
echoed two themes: (1) the importance of establishing not only discourse
but also decision-making spaces with financial impact and (2) the role
of government as coming not “from the outside” but instead working
on a daily, accessible basis on the inside of the neighborhood (BRE-
7-TK; BRE-8-FH; BRE-4-HG). The Stadtteilgruppe NGO functions as
a communication hub not only for citizens and between citizens and
local public officials; it also handles contacts with journalists, groups
of activists, and politicians from other European cities who come to
town to observe how Bremen has successfully enabled NGOs and citizens
in Tenever to function as catalysts for public communication and civic
engagement.

20 Several other neighborhoods receive comparable funds.
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This tight sublocal public has not collapsed, even under stress. After
building consensus within the quarter, the city government decided in
2002 to downsize living space in the Tenever neighborhood by demolish-
ing about one-third of the apartments (Gesellschaft für Stadtentwicklung
2007). In response, the Stadtteilgruppe met for several months with city
officials, builders, and the city-owned housing company in charge of the
restructuring of the neighborhood. It kept citizens and NGOs informed
and involved every step of the way. To date, more than 900 apartments
have been razed and more are to be torn down (24). Citizens have nego-
tiated new parks, new infrastructure, and a commitment from the city
to strengthen the local economy. The Tenever networked public sphere
thus has at its core an intermediary NGO that sees itself and is consid-
ered by the local state as the mediator in a network of NGOs and citizen
initiatives, rather than merely as a part of the government’s intervention
squad.

Seattle, in the United States, has a very similar profile as Bremen; it has
around 540,000 inhabitants, a large public sector by U.S. standards, inno-
vative industries, and a medical research and computer technology hub.
Seattle is a self-declared city of neighborhoods, with an established insti-
tutional structure of district councils and neighborhood councils made
up of local activists and small neighborhood-oriented NGOs. It was one
of the first cities in the United States to have a Department of Neighbor-
hoods with the directive to “advocate for the community’s ability to have
a voice in positions. So to that extent we are advocates, in that we give
tools to a community so that it has a stronger voice politically, to there-
fore being able to advocate on their behalf with regard to their specific
issues” (SEA-8-BC). City government, in 1995, introduced one of the first
comprehensive Neighborhood Planning Program (NPP) in any U.S. city.
The program set forth broad goals, including improving the quality of life
in Seattle, managing growth for the next two decades, involving neigh-
borhoods in urban planning, and creating a civic environment based on
fostering community.21 It placed most of the responsibility and resources
for neighborhood planning development in the hands of neighborhoods,
with the result that 20,000 citizens, in 38 neighborhoods, have become
engaged in the process (Diers 2004). The Seattle government provided
resources by dispatching city planners to the neighborhoods for extended
periods to help organize and move forward the planning process. After

21 Available at http://www.seattle.gov/neighborhoods/npi. For a critical overview of the
NPP see Ceraso (1999).
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four years of work in 1999, the process produced detailed and citizen-
needs-driven road maps for Seattle’s future.

Seattle’s Department of Neighborhoods was put in charge of neigh-
borhood planning. Its director Jim Diers had a background in orga-
nizing and, when given this responsibility, he declared, “As a former
community organizer, I hated neighborhood planning. Planning was too
often the city’s substitute for action. Plans came out of City Hall with
only token involvement of the community” (Diers 2004: 128). There-
fore, when his office was charged with administering the planning pro-
cess, he hired organizers, not planners, to give substance to the road
maps. The citywide Neighborhood Council, comprising representatives
from the District Councils, which in turn were made up of Neighbor-
hood Council representatives, was put in charge of implementing the
road maps, with resources and staff provided by Diers’s department.
Even though the neighborhood planning process was never as inclusive
as suggested when civic engagement awards rained down on Seattle, it
did foster public advocacy and public accountability by NGOs in their
respective neighborhoods: It provided institutionalized spaces for public
exchange and organized deliberation; it distributed resources of between
150,000 and 200,000 USD each to 38 neighborhoods (SEA-7-CW), thus
raising the stakes and public legitimacy of the process; it encouraged
NGOs with different issue agendas to weigh their interests against and
with each other; and it provided institutional communicative space to
interact with government and business on a regular basis. Thus, even
though the process was far from pristine (Ceraso 1999), it provided
Seattle groups and NGOs with the means to network and established
a yardstick of government-sponsored outreach against which city gov-
ernance has been measured since. It enabled the NGO sector in partic-
ular to network and establish itself as a catalyst of citizen voices in the
process.22

The process that historically made Seattle NGOs a stronger public
force than in other cities worked with similar incentives as in Bremen:
The local government gave seed money to citizen initiatives with few
strings attached. It had open and frequent communication with citizens

22 A complementary element in Seattle’s networked public sphere is the city’s support for
a variety of neighborhood engagement activities. A Neighborhood Matching Fund, in
which about $3.5 million is distributed annually, helps get small NGO-led or citizen
projects off the ground. The city provides funding “in exchange for the community’s
match of an equal value in cash, volunteer labor, or donated goods and services in
support of citizen-initiated projects” (Diers 2004: 55).
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and NGOs, which in turn perceived city officials as generally open to input
and dialogue. The city also fostered a communication infrastructure that
helped NGOs network among themselves. Finally, decision-making pro-
cesses were discussed publicly and critically in the two free city weeklies
where NGOs could get heard more easily than in the established daily
newspaper. As a result, in Bremen and in Seattle, thresholds for partic-
ipation appear to be overall lower than in the other cities, the actively
NGOized local public has resources to communicate and network, and
existing NGOs are thereby encouraged to serve as catalysts for public
voice.

At the same time, because networked publics are the product of spe-
cific conditions, their character can be altered by a change in environ-
ment. They often depend on the involvement of professional engagement
experts in government, progressive political constellations, or favorable
economic conditions. Thus, they are susceptible to implosion if certain
promoters leave their positions or exogenous conditions change. The
Seattle case indicates how fast and easily a broadly networked public
sphere can become subject to political challenges and reactivate older
insider and clientelistic relationships between selected NGOs and local
government. When Mayor Greg Nickels took office in 2001, he fired Jim
Diers, the director of the Department of Neighborhoods. The number
of staff in charge of implementing neighborhood plans was cut from six
to three, and the Neighborhood Matching Fund program was cut by 20
percent.23 Under Nickel’s reign, many neighborhood plans were mod-
ified or put aside to make room for the imperative of growth-related
development. The city’s strategy changed from giving the neighborhoods
resources to organize their own deliberation processes to driving a growth
agenda into the neighborhoods. Access to City Hall and government
employees became more difficult (SEA-S-JF). By the time Nickels was
voted out of office in 2009, the networked urban development public
had all but imploded. A few, very well-connected urban development
nonprofits had carved out dominant stakes in the city’s governance arena
while other NGOs became more marginal to public communication in
the urban development field. Neighborhood-focused communication pro-
cesses across a broad spectrum of groups had given way to institutional
advocacy by a few central NGO “players” – and this structure was
strengthened by the Mayor’s Office with financial incentives. As one

23 Quoted from an article in the Seattle Times by Bob Young, August, 2003, titled
“Community Leaders Lose Influence at City Hall.”
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NGO representative put it, there now were “grassroots advocacy groups
that represent marginalized groups like our own at the low end of the
spectrum . . . and then as you go up the scale there are more affluent
communities, and they have the resources to play these games far more
effectively than us; they can hire attorneys and have surrogates who have
the time to play these games” (SEA-2-JF). Seattle’s urban development
arena had moved from having a relatively stable networked public, in
which public advocacy was an engrained part of NGO activity, to a
more hierarchical insider/outsider structure in which institutional advo-
cacy prevailed and which was managed by government.

conclusion

Local governments increasingly rely on NGOs not only as experts in pol-
icy drafting and implementation but also to provide and organize citizen
input (DeFilippis 2001; Andrews and Edwards 2005; Haus et al. 2005;
Klausen and Sweeting 2005; Walker and McCarthy 2010). The key to
whether an urban community develops a culture of public advocacy can
be found in the very properties of the relationship between state and non-
state actors. It is the way governments establish their role vis-à-vis citizens
and their organizations that either enables or disincentivizes public voice.
All six local governments showed strong rhetoric regarding their com-
munication with NGOs and its generally positive effects on encouraging
citizen participation, yet in practice they had developed a broad range of
interaction patterns with their respective nongovernmental sectors. Bre-
men and Seattle have received national and international recognition for
actively encouraging and networking their civic sector and for explor-
ing innovative participatory venues. The governments of Leipzig and San
Diego, however, govern their civic landscape very carefully. Communi-
cation with NGOs and citizens appears to be primarily geared toward
creating an investor-friendly public image and maximizing economic
effects. Although government actors within urban planning departments,
mayor’s offices, and neighborhood or community departments inter-
viewed for this study – with the exception of Oakland – reported increases
in contacts with NGOs and more intense collaborations to reach com-
munities and engage citizens in public affairs and debates, the kinds of
interactions varied quite extensively.

The governments of both San Diego and Leipzig operate with a combi-
nation of neglect and dominance in organizing public communication in
the urban development sector. The hegemony of community development



Urban Development Advocacy in the United States and Germany 161

corporations in San Diego has resulted in market-based actors dominat-
ing communication with both government and larger communities.24 In
Leizpig, the lack of government-sponsored incentives to reach beyond
selective NGOs results in a polarized civil society in which inclusion in
governance seems to be engineered solely through governments. At the
margins, one encounters a small number of activists over and over again,
often acting alone as critical commentators on different urban devel-
opment projects. Close up, San Diego’s and Leizpig’s NGOized urban
development publics are highly institutionalized and operate as proxies
for nonincorporated citizens. A few dominant NGOs, in concord with
government, monopolize civic voice and make it difficult for others to
engage with urban development issues.

Oakland and Berlin overall have established more inclusive, but
government-managed communication cultures. There citizen engagement
is channeled through large intermediary NGOs, with governments pre-
serving their prerogative as to who gets to have voice. Thus, although
civic engagement has been, in effect, outsourced, government remains
the most powerful agenda setter. NGO intermediaries operate within a
heavily government-dominated governance arena that limits chances to
conduct effective advocacy by creating dependencies and exclusionary cir-
cles of knowledge and insisting on NGO service performance over civic
engagement. The situation in Oakland, moreover, showed how quickly
government can marginalize NGO intermediaries that are too committed
to organizing public advocacy.

Government is also crucial for the kind of networked public sphere that
NGOs in Seattle and Bremen have historically promoted. In those cities,
substantial funds have been awarded to self-organizing neighborhoods to
build capacity that in turn connects citizens to NGOs and empowers pub-
lic over institutional advocacy. In both these cities, governance processes
have in the past channeled urban development initiatives that were inclu-
sive in their outreach to different constituencies and provided incentives
to NGOs to be pubic advocates for their constituencies. The cities have
encouraged NGOs to act as conveners and facilitators in public venues,
thereby promoting NGO public accountability while at the same time
strengthening citizen voice and public advocacy. Both Seattle and Bre-
men provide examples of governments that facilitate public engagement
by opening up and flattening hierarchies in their communication processes

24 For a similar argument regarding the role of community development corporations in
Oakland, see Kirkpatrick (2007).
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and providing resources for the civic sector that enable structured commu-
nication about civic affairs in neighborhood-oriented smaller scale spaces.
Advocacy capacities of NGOs hence do depend on institutional design;
that is, on whether networked, managed, or restricted communication
cultures are established and sustained within local governance.

By contrast, those cities that only practice the “democratization of
the irrelevant”25 are particularly subject to contestation and change. San
Diego went through a major civic meltdown in 2005. Misappropriation of
finances and conflict of interest issues forced the president of CCDC and
some of her staff out of office. The wife of a legendary San Diego surfer
almost upset the establishment by running on an “enough is enough”
agenda in a mayoral race against the two major Republican incumbents,
which she called “Mr. Status” and “Mr. Quo.” The city’s employer’s
pension fund was found to have accrued a deficit of at least $1.2 billon
(Broder 2005). Three members of the City Council were indicted on
corruption charges. It was “the death rattle of the old regime,” as Steven
Erie, political scientist at UCSD, called it (ibid.). By 2010, the activists
who wanted to redevelop the shopping area had created their own NGO.
CCDC fought for survival because its mandate had expired.

In 2006, after many years of highly individualized politics, a group of
young journalists created a nonprofit Internet site, VoiceofSanDiego.org,
that has become a beacon of investigative journalism in the city. They
chastise the closed communication circuits in the city and offer alternative
ways to open up government.26 In Leipzig, five major NGOs have recently
left the government-run project Democracy Balance Sheet under protest
and have asked the city to be more inclusive in who gets invited to the
project table.

Thus, when cities manage their public spheres so tightly as to in effect
exclude NGOs from most governance arenas, democratizing pressures
from below are likely to develop. However, government willingness to
hear the noisy communication of various publics is also needed to enable
the process to evolve toward more coordinated public involvement that
rises above the much heard rhetoric of individual civic engagement. In
Chapter 1, I argued that NGOs might gain voice under two mutually
exclusive conditions: if they are kept out of governance arenas or if they

25 Frankfurter Rundschau, “Die Politik drängt das Ehrenamt an den Rand,” September
21, 2007.

26 The New York Times reported on the project in 2008. Richard Perez-Pena, “Web Sites
that Dig for News Rise as Watchdogs,” September 17, 2008.
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are actively supported in their role as catalysts of the claim-making of their
constituencies. The cases presented here, in which different approaches of
local governments in urban development governance clearly correspond
with different public advocacy capacities of NGOs, provide evidence for
this incentivizing role of government.



6

Transnational Women’s NGO Networks
in the European Union

During the past two decades, NGOs have had particular impact on
governance contexts beyond the nation-state (i.e., Keck and Sikkink
1998; Kaldor 2003a; Kaldor 2003b; Steffek and Hahn 2011). Because
transnational governance arenas lack an identifiable demos and thus tra-
ditional modes of legitimacy, NGOs and their networks have advanced
to become stand-ins for citizen voice in international negotiations – in
the process not only gaining policy influence but also fueling debates
about their accountability and representativeness. In the European Union,
there is widespread agreement among academics, political actors, and
feminist activists that the EU gender equality architecture of the last
decade is the result of successful mobilization of women in member states
(Woodward and Hubert 2007).1 With mass media discourse on gender
across Europe being infrequent and marginal, the issue of who speaks for
European women and who advocates for gender equality gains particular
relevance. Standing out as potential enablers and communicators of EU
gender equality issues are European women’s NGOs and their transna-
tional advocacy networks (TANs2). They are widely credited as having

1 An earlier version of this chapter has been published in Social Politics 16 (2009). The
empirical analysis was supported by grants from the Center for West European Stud-
ies, the European Union Center for Excellence, and the Nancy Bell Evans Center on
Nonprofits and Philanthropy at the University of Washington. Interviews were cleared
through HSR #07–5469-X/C. I am indebted to research assistants Elizabeth Zherka,
Elisabeth Lyons, Gillian Frackelton, David Nash-Mendez, and Chris Schulz. Details on
methodology are found in Appendices 2–4.

2 I use the term “transnational advocacy network” (TAN) with a more narrow focus
than do Keck and Sikkink in their seminal study in 1998. Keck and Sikkink include as
TANs all actors “who are bound together by shared values, a common discourse, and

164
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been central in bringing about changes in European gender equality legis-
lation (Woodward 2004; Zippel 2006; Montoya 2008).

This chapter focuses on how women’s transnational advocacy net-
works in the EU communicate gender issues, and, more specifically, what
kinds of advocacy repertoires they employ to reach their goals. I start
by exploring how institutions within the European Union conceptualize
the role of the nongovernmental sector and, in particular, its capacity to
contribute to a European public sphere. I then introduce five European
transnational women’s NGO networks and assess their communication
and advocacy strategies. The focus here is on whether and how these net-
works mobilize when faced with a controversial EU policy such as gender
mainstreaming. To make that case, a brief detour is necessary, explain-
ing what gender mainstreaming is and how women’s NGOs in the EU
are implicated in the strategy. Interviews, website analysis, and the map-
ping of networks provide the data for the gender mainstreaming advo-
cacy case. In the second part of this chapter I assess more broadly what
means of communication are used by women’s TANs in Europe, whom
they target with their communication strategies, and to what degree they
network among each other to gain broader public visibility. Taking up
the framework developed in Chapter 2 on measuring the strength of an
associational public, I focus on the density of the TANs’ communicative
ties, the modes of communication they employ, and the targets of their
communication.

strong publics and advocacy in the eu

Scholars, politicians, and civil society groups agree, in principle, that
the legitimacy of the European Union rests on generating strong publics
(Habermas 1996; Eriksen and Fossum 2002; Nanz 2006; Fossum and
Schlesinger 2007; Koopmans and Statham 2010; Risse 2010). Yet what
defines strong European publics is contested. Recent scholarship has built

dense exchanges of information and services” (Keck and Sikkink 1998: 2). They there-
fore include both institutional and noninstitutional actors such as “(1) international and
domestic nongovernmental research and advocacy organizations, (2) local social move-
ments, (3) foundations, (4) the media, (5) churches, trade unions, consumer organizations,
and intellectuals, (6) parts of regional and international intergovernmental organizations,
and (7) parts of the executive and/or parliamentary branches of governments” (2).

In contrast, the TANs I refer to in this chapter are all networks of NGOs; thus they
do not include political institutions such as parliaments and political executives or the
media.
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on Nancy Fraser’s (1992) distinction between strong and weak publics,
the former being publics “whose discourse encompasses both opinion
formation and decision-making” and the latter being publics “whose
deliberative practice consists exclusively in opinion formation and does
not also encompass decision making” (134). Hence, in Fraser’s account,
weaker publics can strive to become part of stronger publics, whereas
strong publics are not necessarily located in the core institutions of polit-
ical systems. Strong publics, moreover, are those that best bridge the
gap between multiple venues of opinion formation and decision making.
By contrast, Eriksen and Fossum (2002: 401–5) define strong publics as
“institutionalized bodies of deliberation and decision-making” situated
in the center of political systems; in contrast, civil society publics are weak
publics fostered by civic activity but excluded from decision-making pro-
cesses. Departing from Fraser’s distinction, they re-institutionalize the
strong public within the confines of established political institutions. In
fact, the institutionalized deliberations of the European Parliament, the
process leading to the Charter of Fundamental Rights in 2000, and the
meetings of the European Convention in 2002–3 would all fall under
the rubric of a “strong public” (Eriksen 2007: 37). All three processes
share a location within the political system of the EU, are broadly based on
the principles of citizen inclusion and empowerment, and foster rational
exchanges of argument. Even though Eriksen and Fossum acknowledge
that the Charter Convention and the Constitutional Treaty Convention
gave very little space to statements by NGOs and TANs and that a prese-
lection process was employed to decide which NGOs and TANs to grant
face-to-face interaction with the Convention members, they highlight the
formal openness of processes in which civil society actors can engage in
public deliberation in a circumscribed space and time. They thus place
less emphasis on the fact that civil society participation in the Charter
and Constitutional Convention was highly scripted, reduced to consul-
tative rather than participatory interactions, and favored well-organized
Brussels-based NGO networks (Cammaerts 2006). For Eriksen and Fos-
sum strong publics are institutionalized decision-making publics that in
principle allow for civil society access.

On the other side of this debate over strong publics are academics
and activists who use Fraser’s distinction less categorically and instead
employ a more process-oriented model of a European public sphere. These
accounts tend to emphasize permeability between weaker and stronger
publics and specifically the opportunities for access that institutionalized
publics provide to non-institutionalized actors. The verdict on the ability
of the European public sphere to allow for such access is still out, yet
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research cautions against optimism. For Michael Greven, access to and
the repertoire of advocacy on the Brussels stage are both severely limited.
The “political space and the communication that constitute the EU are
semipublic” at best, because “very few citizens are involved on this level”
(Greven 2000: 51; see also Warleigh 2001). Institutions serve as gate-
keepers barring strong public input. Moreover, activists face logistical
challenges when trying to rely on traditional mobilization repertoire (i.e.,
protests, demonstrations, sit-ins, boycotts, or acts of civil disobedience)
in transnational European arenas. Movements, NGOs, and TANs need to
rely on “professional support and expertise to be effective” (Greven 2000:
51). The specific governance culture within the EU provides specific access
points, and these in turn shape the advocacy repertoire of activists. There
is also evidence that institutionalized semi-publics prevent the emergence
of stronger civil-society–based publics. Thomas Risse argues that mostly
EU-level executive branches and national governments populate Europe’s
public, whereas “societal actors . . . have a minimal presence in the emerg-
ing Europeanized public spheres” (Risse 2010: 161). Likewise, Ruud
Koopmans and Paul Statham show that NGOs have very little input in
Europeanized media debates (Koopmans and Statham 2010), suggesting
that the permeability between institutionalized and non-institutionalized
public spheres is low.

Process-oriented accounts emphasize the potential of actors to use
insider and outsider mobilization repertoires simultaneously (Rucht
2001), thus effectively delocalizing strong publics from their institutional
confines. A strong public can develop in European civil society if and when
it employs a mix of mobilization strategies that target larger audiences,
as well as institutional actors. One of the obvious examples of a success-
ful combination of insider lobbying and bargaining in combination with
public mobilization and contentious media-savvy strategies are EU farm-
ers’ protests (Imig and Tarrow 2001). Even though advocates in different
policy sectors face different challenges, they all navigate between effective
institutional lobbying and public outreach. Strong publics in this theo-
retical conception are not per se institutional publics, but rather publics
that are able to combine and bridge institutional and public advocacy. It
is this conception of strong publics that is used here.

the european union and ngos

The institutions of the European Union have, in recent years, increased
their efforts to define and institutionalize the role of NGOs and
transnational networks within EU governance. In 2000, the European
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Commission published a discussion paper, The Commission and Non-
Governmental Organizations: Building a Stronger Partnership, that
extended the earlier EU focus on NGOs in the social policy arena to
address civic actors across all relevant policy sectors (European Commis-
sion 2000). Cooperation between the EU executive and the nongovern-
mental sector is encouraged, because “belonging to an association pro-
vides an opportunity for citizens to participate actively in new ways other
than or in addition to involvement in political parties or trade unions.
Increasingly NGOs are recognized as a significant component of civil
society and as providing valuable support for a democratic system of
government” (4).

Although the Commission report states that “the decision making pro-
cess in the EU is first and foremost legitimized by the elected represen-
tatives of the European people,” it emphasizes the specific contribution
that the nongovernmental sector can make, namely to foster a “more
participatory democracy both within the European Union and beyond”
(European Commission 2000: 4). NGOs are perceived as stakeholders
for disenfranchised and marginalized populations, because they have the
ability “to reach the poorest and most disadvantaged and to provide a
voice for those not sufficiently heard through other channels” (ibid. 5).
Furthermore, the Commission values the expertise of NGOs in negotia-
tions and decision-making processes and acknowledges their capacity to
manage and monitor projects financed by the EU. Finally, by encourag-
ing cooperation among national NGOs and stimulating the formation of
European NGO networks, the Commission hopes to foster the formation
of a “European public opinion.” Overall, the report conveys that NGOs
and, more specifically, transnational networks of NGOs are perceived as
prima facie expressions of civil society (ibid.).

In 2003, the Commission established minimum standards for consulta-
tion and dialogue, specifically addressing which stakeholders and NGOs
should be consulted at what time and by which process (EU Commis-
sion 2002a). In 2005, it launched the European Transparency Initiative
and opened a public consultation process on its standards online (Green-
wood and Halpin 2007), followed in 2008 by an, albeit voluntary, joint
“Transparency Register” for civil society organizations interacting with
Parliament or the Commission. Even though these documents and initia-
tives convey the institutions’ interest in setting standards for their inter-
actions with civil society, both the Initiative and the Register skirt cen-
tral questions regarding representativeness and accountability. Whereas
the Commission and Parliament are clear about their expectation that
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NGOs and their networks serve as transmitters and translators of EU
policies in their respective fields of operation (Greenwood and Halpin
2007: 192) and thus are accountable to the EU in their public presenta-
tion of European matters, they are much less clear about how to increase
public accountability of NGOs in regard to their constituencies. To some
degree, Commission and Parliament take internal democratic procedures
as a proxy for public accountability. Yet there is persistent concern that
mere adherence to instrumental accountability is no adequate measure of
an NGO’s legitimacy to speak for constituency interests. In sum, NGOs
operating on the level of European institutions at this point struggle with
how to ‘prove’ representativeness and accountability. Particularly since
a “one-size-fits-all” solution for assessing accountability of civil society
actors might prove to be not just impractical but in fact counterproductive
(see Greenwood and Halpin 2007: 190), each NGO and each transna-
tional network in the EU are in need of showing how they engage with
constituents.

european women’s transnational advocacy networks

Women in Europe have organized across borders long before the incep-
tion of the European Community in 1957. Cooperation and joint mobi-
lization among women’s organizations were part of the fabric of the first
women’s movement in the late 19th century and can be traced to the
second women’s movement starting in the 1970s. Yet there are certain
characteristics that make women’s TANs of the late 1980s and since
unique and potentially very powerful.

First, they responded to new institutional configurations. With the
rights-based take-off phase of the EU in the 1980s, fueled by the first
equality ruling of the European Court of Justice in the 1970s (Cichowski
2007: 203), social actors gained recognition and became empowered to
act as advocates for the rights of European citizens. Women’s rights
advocates acquired some degree of institutional legitimacy to mobilize
for the right to equal pay, a nondiscriminatory (work) environment, and
equal access to all parts of the labor market.

Second, women’s rights activists saw new strategic opportunities.
Women’s TANs began to use the transnational institutions of the EU to
target national policies, thus relying on Keck and Sikkink’s boomerang
effect (1998: 13). At the same time, European institutions increasingly
relied on expertise from civil society actors, and thus the EU actively
encouraged the development of women’s TANs (Hoskyns 1996; Mazey
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1998). EU governance began to offer not only an occasional opening
for NGO participation but also provided regular institutional space
(i.e., through Commission-sponsored consultations and parallel NGO
conferences) that in turn encouraged networking among women’s NGOs
(Cichowski 2002: 2; Pudrovska and Ferree 2004: 5). In addition to
granting organizational space and opportunities for networking, the
EU also started to fund transnational networking activities, which then
became highly attractive for NGOs. Major funding sources such as
programs within the European Structural Fund or the European Fund
for Regional Development today contain provisions for transnational
cooperation and exchange of “best practices” among similar projects in
the EU member states. Hence, networking among NGOs has been made
an institutional priority within the EU, which in turn helps organize
transnational civic practices.

Third, new means of communication made transnational cooperation
and mobilization easier and potentially more effective than ever before.
E-mail alerts and web-based campaigns as well as internal communication
networks allow for faster dissemination of information and mobilization
across European women’s NGOs.

These three innovations – institutional scale, strategy, and communi-
cation – define the specific political opportunity structure for women’s
TANs on the stages of Europe. The EU has redefined goals of women’s
advocates by creating institutional means for supranational leverage. It
has redefined strategies by opening up institutional spaces for access of
NGOs and networks and thus invited institutional advocacy. At the same
time, innovation in communication has led to a whole array of cheap
public advocacy means for NGOs. Women’s TANs in Europe thus face
an enhanced political opportunity structure for both institutional and
public advocacy. This chapter assesses whether and how they make use
of this opportunity.

Transnational women’s networks are perceived to be highly active, visi-
ble, and overall successful actors in the European Union (Cichowski 2002;
Woodward 2004; Zippel 2006; Montoya 2008). The most prominent
and largest network is the European Women’s Lobby (EWL), founded in
1990 as an umbrella organization for European women’s groups. In the
mid-1990s, the EWL began to experience a dramatic increase in member-
ship (Woodward and Hubert 2007), growing to about 2,700 affiliates in
2000 (Helfferich and Kolb 2001: 143) and to more than 4,000 affiliates
after the large accession round of 2004 (EWL 2005c).
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Since its inception, EWL has become “the favoured dialogue part-
ner with the European Institutions” (Woodward and Hubert 2007: 7;
see Helfferich and Kolb 2001). It is “almost exclusively dependent”
on yearly grants by the European Parliament, from which it receives
about 80 percent to 85 percent of its budget (Helfferich and Kolb 2001:
148; EWL 2007a). According to its former president Barbara Helfferich,
EWL’s mission has three components: (1) working on noncontroversial
issues shared by all affiliated organizations; (2) providing information,
expertise, and funding to national and local groups; and (3) encourag-
ing communication between members and the EWL bureau in Brussels
(Helfferich and Kolb 2001: 150). It is apparent that public advocacy
is not a central part of its mission. Instead, its “survival and effective-
ness depend on “friendly individuals” inside the Parliament and the
Commission (148).

No other European transnational women’s network comes close to
having EWL’s institutional influence, transnational membership base, or
yearly funding from the European Union.3 Yet it has been criticized for
operating according to the principle of the smallest common denominator
and thus sidelining controversial issues such as sexual reproduction and
minority rights (Fuchs 2006; Lang 2009a). As alternative networking
spaces, a number of smaller transnational women’s networks in Europe
have gained prominence in the past decade. Four of these groups are
included in this analysis, representing the largest constituencies in the
fields of violence against women, development, and environmental
protection with a focus on Central and Eastern European countries (see
Table 6.1).

The women’s network WAVE (Women Against Violence in Europe)
is a coalition of European women’s organizations that was founded in
1994 in the context of the UN Women’s Conference in Beijing. WAVE
represents more than 4,000 women’s organizations and communicates
with them via 81 so-called focal points across Europe. These focal
points are women’s NGOs in charge of disseminating information and
serving as coordination links to the central office in Vienna. WAVE and its
members receive substantial funding through the EU DAPHNE program
that is geared toward combating violence against women and children.

3 In 2003, EWL received 820,000 Euros from EU funding. The KARAT network, by
contrast, had no income from the EU in 2003 and 2004. In 2005, KARAT received
34,000 Euros from the EU (KARAT, e-mail interview, 2006).
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WECF, Women in Europe for a Common Future, is a network of
80 environmental women’s organizations in 37 European and bordering
Asian countries that was founded in 1994. It promotes advocacy and
capacity-building to address environmental issues with a gendered lens
and to foster cooperation among European NGOs.

WIDE, Women in Development Europe, is a network that was
founded in 1985 and has in recent years focused its advocacy on mon-
itoring trade relationships and capacity-building in Central and Eastern
European (CEE) countries. WIDE is made up of 13 national and regional
platforms that serve as communicative hubs between state or regional
and EU-level members.

Women’s organizations from CEE countries have joined in the KARAT
coalition. KARAT was founded in 1997, in the aftermath of the Bei-
jing UN Women’s Conference (Fuchs 2006; Marksova-Tominova 2006;
Aigner 2007). It comprises about 30 women’s organizations. It seeks influ-
ence at the UN, as well as on the EU level, and puts special emphasis on
fighting against the inward orientation of “fortress Europe” proponents
in EU member states.

women’s tans and gender mainstreaming

In this section I explore TAN advocacy in regard to gender mainstream-
ing, which is widely perceived as the most encompassing and potentially
transformative strategy that the EU has introduced in regard to gender
equality (Rees 1999, 2005; Squires 2005; Verloo 2005). It is considered
to be the third leg of equality policy, in addition to antidiscrimination
and affirmative action policies. The Council of Europe defines gender
mainstreaming as “the (re)organization, improvement, development and
evaluation of policy processes so that a gender equality perspective is
incorporated in all policies at all levels and at all stages, by the actors
normally involved in policy-making” (Council of Europe 1998: 15). Gen-
der mainstreaming has thus shifted public and institutional focus from
special programs that advance the status of women toward demanding
gender sensitivity across all policy arenas within the European Union. It is
conceptualized as a process that engenders governance, increases public
awareness of gender inequalities, and commits more actors to the goal of
gender equality (Lombardo 2005; Verloo 2005, 2007; Rees 2005).

Transnational women’s networks have been crucial in the lobbying
efforts for gender mainstreaming, succeeding with demands for its inte-
gration first into the Platform of Action of the Fourth World Conference
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on Women in Beijing in 1995 (True and Mintrom 2001). Institutional-
ized women’s lobbies of EU member states were instrumental in pushing
the UN agenda onto the European stage, claiming that the EU’s tradi-
tional programs targeting women was by itself not sufficient to advance
gender justice and parity (Pollack and Hafner-Burton 2000). Today, gen-
der mainstreaming has been incorporated into the Amsterdam Treaty, as
well as into the Treaty of Lisbon, as the major strategy for fighting gender
inequality.

Yet even though its radical and transformative potential is widely
acknowledged, gender mainstreaming is a globally contested strategy in
policy arenas ranging from the transnational to the local level. Stephen
Lewis, the UN Special Envoy for AIDS in Africa, calls it a “cul de sac
for women” (Lewis 2006a: 2) and argues “there is not a single assess-
ment of gender mainstreaming that I have read – and there have been
many assessments, commissioned by donors, compiled by the UN itself,
done by NGOs – that is fundamentally positive. Every single one of them
ranges from the negative to an unabashed indictment” (Lewis 2006b). On
the national and regional level, governments’ framing and implementa-
tion of gender mainstreaming have been uneven and produced mixed
results (Behning and Sauer 2005). In Central, Eastern, and Southern
European countries the strategy tends to be applied primarily in pol-
icy fields where additional resources and major reorganization can be
avoided (see, for example, Einhorn 2006; Krizsan and Zentai 2006,
for Hungary; Guadagnini and Dona 2007, for Italy; Sauer 2007, for
Austria; Lang 2007, for Germany). In Northern and Western Europe,
some governments similarly downsize the transformative potential of
gender mainstreaming by draining governance bodies of gender expertise
(for example, see Outshoorn and Oldersma 2007, for the Netherlands)
or avoiding additional spending (Holli and Kantola 2007, for Finland).

Hence, the strategy has fueled a string of debates in EU gender pol-
icy circles4 and is considered to be an “essentially contested concept and
practice” (Walby 2002; also Kuhl 2003). Judith Squires, among others,
suggested that “mainstreaming might be most likely to be a truly trans-
formative strategy when technocratic expertise, social movement partic-
ipation, and transnational networks are in place” (Squires 2005: 371),
pointing to the need for parallel insider and outsider advocacy to carry
the strategy into the mainstream of European politics and economy.

4 For example special issues of Social Politics 12(3) 2005, of the International Feminist
Journal of Politics 7(4) 2005, as well as of Feminist Legal Studies 10(3–4) 2002.
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European Women’s NGOs and their networks are implicated in gen-
der mainstreaming in several ways. One of the founding documents of
the European gender mainstreaming strategy, the previously cited 1998
report by the Council of Europe, explicitly relates gender mainstreaming
to a shift in actors – “passing matters related to gender equality from the
hands of the specialists of the equality units to a greater number of peo-
ple, including external actors” (Verloo 2005: 351). Women’s NGOs are
conceptualized as one of these external actors, as groups that can help
support the strategy with their knowledge and can create the political
will to keep gender mainstreaming on the public agenda (ibid.). Thus,
on the one hand, feminist advocates and NGOs are involved in gender
mainstreaming as coaches, policy advisors, and implementation experts
(Gender Mainstreaming Experts International 2008). On the other hand,
European women’s NGOs and their networks are called on to be public
advocates for the strategy. They are seen as actors with responsibility for
contributing to public debates because they have firsthand and compar-
ative insight into the impact that the strategy has on the national level
(Mazey 2002).

In addition to being outside experts that offer training, publicly pro-
mote, and monitor gender mainstreaming, some women’s NGOs are more
directly involved in implementing the strategy by being partners in EU-
funded programs. Gender mainstreaming is a requirement in all programs
of the European Structural Funds, and cooperation of national or regional
governance bodies with civil society actors is one of the program’s pil-
lars (Braithwaite 2000). In the recent round of the Community Initiative
Program EQUAL, a program initiative that specifically operates on the
premises of social inclusion, transnationality, empowerment, and with a
bottom-up approach, about 2,000 NGOs across the EU participated with
projects, many of them women’s NGOs (EAPN 2007). EQUAL, while
being a driving force for gender mainstreaming, has also encouraged and
strengthened partnerships with women’s NGOs (EQUAL European The-
matic Group 4 2005; EQUAL Policy Brief 2005). Feminist NGOs are
affected by gender mainstreaming because showing a strong mainstream-
ing component increases funding chances (Kuhl 2003). Some women’s
NGOs thus seem well positioned to contribute to and analyze implemen-
tation from within partnerships. In sum, women’s NGOs across Europe
are facing demands to monitor gender mainstreaming, to train gender
experts, and to practice and implement gender mainstreaming when they
participate in EU-funded projects.
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Different “hats” that women’s NGOs wear in regard to gender main-
streaming might, however, present challenges. Engaging in implementa-
tion and monitoring at the same time might pose a potential conflict of
interest, as might receiving funds for building institutional expertise while
doing public advocacy that might challenge institutional commitment.
How do European women’s NGOs navigate these different identities and
differing demands? One way to deflect constraints that a single NGO
might experience is to make use of transnational organizational leverage.
Women’s TANs are well positioned to politicize issues that might be “too
close to home” for some NGOs. We can thus assume women’s TANs
have sufficient incentive to use transnational NGO networking capac-
ity to build expertise, monitor, and practice advocacy regarding gender
mainstreaming. Yet how exactly do European transnational women’s
networks try to influence gender mainstreaming discourse?

Probing the networks’ influence in the EU gender mainstreaming
debate, I have compiled three sets of data. The first set consists of 12 inter-
views with directors/board representatives and members of the networks.
The interviews were structured (1) to address the networks’ position on
gender mainstreaming with a focus on attempts to influence frames, poli-
cies, or practices and (2) to examine the networks’ overall propensity
to engage in public advocacy campaigns, including the availability of
resources for advocacy. I conducted the interviews between 2005 and
2008 at two nodes of the networks – with representatives of the central
network structure and with NGO representatives of organizations that
are network members. Through e-mail or phone calls, I asked the TAN
and member organizations to refer me to an executive board/executive
office member knowledgeable in the area of gender mainstreaming and
campaign advocacy. I then conducted three interviews by phone and nine
in person in five EU member states. The interviews were between 45 min-
utes and 120 minutes long and semi-structured. Eight interviews were
taped and transcribed; for four I only took notes.

The second set of data analyzes the networks’ web presence to inves-
tigate how the networks address the issue of gender mainstreaming in
their websphere and how they launch and sustain advocacy campaigns
via the web. The web has developed into a fast and low-cost communica-
tion tool for information, networking, and strategic action among civic
groups (Castells and Cardoso 2006). Because all the TANs span mul-
tiple European cultures and languages, their websites serve as a central
and widely accessible focal point for joint discursive frames and collective
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action. Whether and how these networks engage with gender mainstream-
ing on their websites provides evidence of priorities, frames, and public
outreach.

The third set of data consists of network maps generated by the Issue
Crawler software developed by Richard Rogers from the University of
Amsterdam. Issue Crawler maps links among websites and thus provides
heuristic evidence of networking activities such as joint agendas, projects,
or mere informational exchange relationships. This network tool assesses
relative networking strength and gauges the capacity to engage in joint
public advocacy (see Appendix 4).

Network Representatives’ Positions on Gender Mainstreaming

Interviews with network representatives highlighted their positions on
gender mainstreaming, which may be best summarized in the contention
that “it’s something that seems quite positive, but that can work against
women” (WECF 2005; this and the following references to the five TAN
in this chapter refer to Appendix 2). Concerns crystallized around three
themes: (1) Network representatives argued that gender mainstreaming
is being increasingly functionalized on EU stages in order to bypass con-
cerns regarding lingering inequalities of women, (2) they stipulated that
gender mainstreaming reduces a radical democratization agenda to one of
economic questions within an “added value” discourse, and (3) they con-
tended that mainstreaming “buried women’s issues in the state” (EWL
2007a) by infusing state and suprastate actions with the language of
gender-conscious behavior, while neglecting communication and dissem-
ination into civil society.

Functional Reduction. The functional approach to gender mainstream-
ing turns the gender equality agenda into a merely “technical” matter
(WIDE 2007a). Gender mainstreaming opens the door to a kind of func-
tional checkbox equality in which projects are measured by how well
they serve both sexes. At times it is employed to include men in program
activities and thus gloss over the focus on women’s empowerment: “In
the practical program implementation we had a lot of fights [with EU
agencies], because they claimed that now that we use gender mainstream-
ing we have to find ways to integrate men into projects” (EWL 2007a).
At other times, it is used to marginalize or exclude more women-centered
approaches to gender equality. “The fact that gender mainstreaming is
a strategy that is integrated into the Amsterdam Treaty, as well as into
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national legislation, has made it easier to operate with the term. The prob-
lem is that we always have to add: ‘But this does not replace women’s
empowerment activities’” (WECF 2005). Whereas gender mainstreaming
now serves as a door opener, “the flip side is that advocating affirmative
action programs for women now closes every door. We have no chance
with this term anymore; we in fact have to use the language of gender
mainstreaming. If one refers to traditional women’s equality language,
one encounters a lot of rejection, not from all, but from many [within
the EU]. One hits walls immediately now” (WECF 2005). The fact that
the majority of programs now have a gender mainstreaming component
underscores the problem. It tends, in effect, to produce a “writing out”
(Jenson 2008) of women’s policies from public documents and programs.
These comments from the representatives support Jenson’s point:

� “It means that everybody uses the terms [gender mainstreaming and
women’s policies] synonymously” (WECF 2005).

� “Gender mainstreaming has been invented for us in order not to have
to use the word ‘women’ anymore” (EWL 2005a).

� “The gender mainstreaming frame glosses over existing inequalities”
(WAVE 2005).

� “If women’s equality is mentioned, that is good. But with gender main-
streaming, women’s issues are omitted” (KARAT 2005).

� “It is somehow not demanding a deep reflection on discrimination”
(WIDE 2007a).

� “What is being lost [with the gender mainstreaming frame] is that we
focus on prevention of new inequalities” (EWL 2007b).

The networks in question thus are apprehensive about the functional
reduction of gender mainstreaming to either always include men or side-
line an explicit women’s equality agenda; this reduction risks losing sight
of existing inequalities. As a result, they use the term cautiously, realiz-
ing that at any given point in negotiations with political institutions they
have to be prepared to add layers of interpretation. The only positive
effect mentioned is the creation of a new labor market segment for gender
experts: “As an effect of gender mainstreaming, women from our network
can utilize their knowledge as gender experts and trainers” (WAVE 2005).

Economic Reduction. A WECF representative points to other possibly
problematic effects of gender mainstreaming strategies:
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Gender mainstreaming . . . invites reactions that I find strange. The reactions are
that we have to prove consistently that gender mainstreaming produces some
added value for politics. This is an argument that many women and gender
experts have signed on to – and I find this problematic. Maybe we can measure
political improvements in some individual cases, but why should adding a gender
perspective for example improve environmental policies or climate protection?
I think that this is one of the traps that gender mainstreaming has produced.
(WECF 2005)

This spokeswoman suggests that the gender mainstreaming discourse
might feed well into policy evaluation’s larger economic turn: If quan-
titative evidence for the added value of including gender is demanded,
then arguments about the basic democratic virtues of descriptive repre-
sentation and the need for a radical restructuring of masculinist gover-
nance become sidelined. Gender mainstreaming thus inadvertently might
serve to reframe the “traditional” emancipatory focus of the second wave
women’s movements by inviting “added value” arguments.

Bureaucratic Reduction. A third set of reservations voiced by network
representatives concerns the explicitly top-down implementation of
gender equality that the mainstreaming strategy entails. Networks take
issue with the state-centered debates that the strategy produces and the
lack of substantive input from civil society actors. As a result, women’s
network representatives speak of increasing resistance to use the strategy.
The WECF representative argued,

I see an emerging wave of radicalization among the women’s organizations that
have supported gender mainstreaming – that are also financed to support it, like
WECF – but that raise the question frequently: Is this really what we wanted?
Don’t we have to adapt too much within the frame of gender mainstreaming?
Because more progressive positions are simply not listened to anymore, and that
in turn produces separation, because those that are too radical in their positions
are not listened to at all anymore – only those that swim on the wave of gender
mainstreaming. And that is in part buried in the concept itself, that its critical
edges are ground down. (WECF 2005)

Although some governance institutions use mainstreaming to derad-
icalize feminist demands, other bureaucracies are reluctant to do so or
profess ignorance when it comes to implementing it. “In the beginning
we were very enthusiastic. But the problem is that it [gender mainstream-
ing] is completely misunderstood on the national level. Governments
are not interested” (KARAT 2005). To one network representative, it
looks as though gender mainstreaming has been “buried in the state”
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(EWL 2005b), as though adaptation to state and suprastate EU-level pre-
rogatives organized around “femocratic” goals turns the strategy into a
compulsory but hollow exercise for TANs in their dealings with state
institutions.

In sum, the interviews suggest that European women’s TANs are crit-
ical of gender mainstreaming. The main constraints that the interviewees
observed are the functional, economic, and bureaucratic reduction of a
feminist equality agenda. As a result the strategy does not seem to provide
an adequate set of tools for their gender equality work. Some articulate
dissatisfaction with the strategy as a top-down set of tools; others priori-
tize the lack of definitional clarity and their inability to communicate the
strategy to broader public constituencies. The policy itself is considered
to be a potential liability, if not always combined in a two-tier system
with specific women’s equality measures. Based on their extensive criti-
cism, we would expect the five women’s networks to exhibit strong public
advocacy against or, at the very least, for a modification of the gender
mainstreaming agenda.

Networks’ Web-Based Engagement with Gender Mainstreaming

Because generating public discussion is one of the central goals of TANs
(Keck and Sikkink 1998:19), criticism of gender mainstreaming should be
reflected in their public presentation. The web is considered to be the most
important networking and mobilization arena for transnational alliances
(Bennett 2004). It not only enables rapid and horizontal dissemination of
information but also offers the potential for interactive opinion forma-
tion and low-cost mobilization of voice for campaigning. The following
section examines how networks engage with the strategy publicly by ana-
lyzing web-based data on gender mainstreaming. We assessed networks’
engagement with the gender mainstreaming strategy through an analysis
of web content between March and April 2006. All five websites were
coded three levels deep for any mention of gender mainstreaming.5 In a
second step, we employed context analysis to assess informative, positive,
and negative framing of the strategy (see Appendix 3).

The central finding of the web content analysis is that, in their official
public presentation, the five women’s networks do not use nor address

5 The levels refer to (1) the initial website of the main URL, (2) all sites that are clickable
from the initial URL, and (3) all sites that are clickable from this second set of sites. We
assume that importance of an issue will be reflected by posting it on these first three levels
of a site as opposed to deeper within the websphere of a TAN.
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table 6.2. Referencing Gender Mainstreaming on TAN Websites

1st Level
5 Pages

2nd Level
64 Pages

3rd Level
236 Pages

No Reference
–All Levels

EWL no no no 38
KARAT no 2 (I) 9 (7=A; 2=I) 92
WAVE no no no 29
WECF no no 2 (I) 99
WIDE no 3 (2=I; 1=C) 5 (1=I; 3=A; 1=C) 16

Notes: I = informative referencing; A = affirmative referencing; C = critical referencing.

gender mainstreaming, but instead make overwhelming use of the tra-
ditional frame of gender equality (see Table 6.2). Only three of the five
networks mention gender mainstreaming at all within the analyzed three
levels of web content. On the first level, the respective networks’ home
pages, no website mentions gender mainstreaming. On the second level,
which comprises 64 pages taken from all networks together, we find five
references to gender mainstreaming, of which four are informative and
one is critical. On the third level, from a total of 236 pages, 16 references
to mainstreaming appear. Of these 16 references, 5 are informative, 10
are affirmative, and 1 takes a critical stance on gender mainstreaming.

The East European KARAT coalition has by far the most active engage-
ment with gender mainstreaming, with two references on the second level
and nine on the third level. Seven of these references assess gender main-
streaming positively, and two are informative; none are critical of the
strategy. Two organizations, WAVE and EWL, do not mention gender
mainstreaming at all on any of the analyzed three website levels. The only
network that is critical of the strategy on the analyzed three depth levels
is WIDE. On the third level, we find a summary of gender mainstreaming
in development and trade policies of three EU member countries (Great
Britain, Belgium, and Austria) that articulates in detail how “gender main-
streaming policies evaporate in the move from policy to practice” (WIDE
2005). This assessment reflects the critical position in its representatives’
interviews, but does not actively address the question of political voice
and agency.

In sum, the TANs overwhelmingly appear to either ignore or subvert
the gender mainstreaming language. This reluctance to actively engage
with the central EU equality strategy is particularly glaring in the case of
EWL. The European Women’s Lobby was established to serve as a link
between the women’s civic sector and the institutions of the EU. Sonia
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Mazey argued in 2002 that “mainstreaming places new demands upon the
limited resources of the EWL and raises difficult strategic issues” (Mazey
2002: 228), pointing to the central position that EWL holds in regard
to disseminating the concept and monitoring the strategy. Yet empirical
evidence from its websphere suggests that four years later, EWL had
publicly sidelined the issue: It only engaged with gender mainstreaming
on the fourth and fifth sublevels of its website, hence voicing criticism in
a space that is at the margins of its websphere. Placing an issue on the
fourth depth level will not command the attention of site visitors to the
degree necessary to spread a viral message throughout the network and
organize public voice.

Rather than using their capacity to initiate debate around the EU’s
dominant gender equality tool, the TANs all shared a pragmatic strategy:
They seemed to have learned to work around gender mainstreaming. The
EWL spokeswoman explained, “We just don’t use the expression ‘gender
mainstreaming’ without also using ‘specifically targeted programs’ for
women – it is like automated thinking by a computer” (EWL 2007c). In
effect, the web analysis exposes a rather pervasive abandonment of the
term “gender mainstreaming.” Representatives from the networks shared
this insistence on a more viable counterframe that focuses on women’s
equality measures. One might interpret the emphasis on women’s equality
language as an implicit attempt to reframe the discussion. Yet this does
not explain the lack of an orchestrated and prominently placed public
debate about a strategy that seemed to harbor much controversy. The
web analysis suggests a two-tiered explanation for why the TANs did not
orchestrate such a debate. The first tier, discussed in the following section,
examines networks’ overall lack of focus on, and capacity for, public
advocacy. Institutional advocacy absorbs much labor at the expense of
broader public outreach and advocacy. The second tier addresses a key
condition for women’s networks’ ability to pressure for broader policy
changes beyond their specific issue focus: their ability to network not just
internally, but among each other. I address this point in the last section
of this chapter.

public advocacy: mobilizing one’s own constituency

Public advocacy, as established in Chapter 1, takes place when issues
are brought to the attention of broader constituencies whose engagement
and support are being solicited. It implies practicing outreach and, in the
case of European women’s TANs, generating publics that can debate
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controversial issues such as gender mainstreaming. Outreach may be
organized directly by the network or via its member organizations; tools
may be as diverse as attracting media exposure, launching viral cam-
paigns, or staging local protest activities to expose the ambiguities of
gender mainstreaming. Yet even mobilizing one’s own issue network is
a time- and resource-intensive endeavor. In 2002, Women in Europe
for a Common Future formed an intranetwork group for gender main-
streaming. Yet the WECF leader who chaired this group cautioned against
high expectations regarding its mobilization potential. It was formed, she
reported, with funding from the EU. It met once a year, providing a
venue for information sharing regarding gender mainstreaming issues.
Tasks like policy evaluation and extended public advocacy would exceed
its capabilities: “Meeting once a year is too little to really work on ques-
tions like ‘what is gender mainstreaming, what does it mean for our work,
and what kind of instruments are there around?’” (WECF 2005).

In general, network success seems to depend less on public mobilization
and more on traditional lobbying strategies like finding the right door
opener to EU institutional settings. One could argue that in the “tough
competition” for access to EU units and finances (KARAT 2005) the
mobilization of feminist publics might be helpful. However, as several
interviewees pointed out, having an office in Brussels is more effective
than activating broader constituencies. Limited resources require that a
decision be made between a “lobby focus” and “public outreach,” and
networks tend to choose the former (WIDE 2007a).

Compounding this trend, EU institutions do not facilitate public out-
reach of women’s NGOs and TANs. As the largest “donor agency” in
Europe, the vast majority of its outreach funds in the gender equality
arena go to institutional political actors. The Commission establishes its
financial commitments in terms of framework programs that span several
years. From 2001 to 2006, the EU financed the fifth Community Action
Program for the implementation of gender equality with a total of 50
million Euros.6 Its main objectives relating to gender equality included
raising awareness, improving analysis and evaluation, and developing
the “capacity of players to promote gender equality” (European Com-
mission 2001). Yet the majority of these funds did not go to women’s
NGOs. In fact, women’s NGOs rank fifth after a host of institutional

6 The Council decided in 2004 to extend the fifth framework into 2006 to accommodate
the accession of the 10 new member states. The budget was increased to 61.5 million
Euros.
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figure 6.1. Distribution of Grants for Awareness Raising under Fifth EU Com-
munity Program for Gender Equality (2001–2006). Source: European Commis-
sion 2008; working document SEC (2008) 2365.

actors: (1) member states, (2) local and regional authorities, (3) other
institionalized bodies promoting gender equality, and (4) social partners.
As the final report on the fifth Community Action Program showed, in
the category “raising awareness,” only 7 percent of these funds went to
NGOs (see Fig. 6.1), and in the category “transnational cooperation” they
received only 25 percent (European Commission 2008). The majority of
funds for raising awareness about gender were made available to gov-
ernment actors (30 percent), the general public (24 percent), and social
partners (i.e., business and large welfare associations [22 percent]).

This distribution of funds indicates how government actors define and
structure specific project missions, and when NGOs participate, they
have to adapt to predefined goals set within institutional politics. This
bias toward institutional funding has continued in the following program
cycle called “Progress” (from 2007–12). “Progress” reserved a total of
433 billion Euros in spending for sustainable development goals and
projects, including research programs, education, social, and labor mar-
ket policy initiatives. Within these parameters, “Progress” merged several
key programs of the Social Agenda of the EU to reach synergy effects and
to mainstream gender equality. Funding for the program component that
includes activities related to gender equality has stayed about the same
as in the fifth Community Action Program; the program design and the
kinds of activities it promotes continue to cater to institutional actors
such as governments, universities, and labor unions (Progress 2007). In
effect, although women’s NGOs and their TANs receive just enough funds
to make seeking institutional insider status worthwhile, EU institutions
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show little initiative to support NGO outreach activities and attempts to
organize stronger women’s publics across Europe.

Lack of public outreach is also the result of an inability to identify
the subjects of possible mobilization. One interviewee pointedly asked,
“Who are these publics, anyway?” – voicing a more general skepticism
regarding the potential for women’s mobilization in the aftermath of the
turn to identity politics (EWL 2007a). A WIDE representative echoed this
observation by arguing that the network “doesn’t really have the kind
of membership it can mobilize;” she added, “I think that’s something
we should certainly build – more capacity to actually get our voice out
there and be heard” (WIDE 2007a). Network members showed some
reluctance to identify the publics that their network might speak to, help
generate, or stabilize. Instead, network identity appeared to be based
almost exclusively on gaining institutional influence. Lack of available
resources also contributed to TANs’ lack of focus on public advocacy.
Yet at the same time network representatives also voiced discomfort with
the inward orientation of their organization and saw a need to increase
ties with constituencies and into the wider public sphere. The construction
of stronger public accountability was, if not at the center, certainly on
the agenda of the networks.

Mobilizing Gender: Characteristics of Successful Advocacy

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the rise of the European
Union as a norm entrepreneur for gender equality is widely attributed to
the successful mobilization of women’s NGOs and their networks since
the 1980s. Women’s networks pushed for pay equity and for antidiscrim-
ination legislation, fought against sexual harassment, and struggled for
the inclusion of gender equality principles into the main treaties of the
emerging EU. These successes are not in dispute; what is of interest here is
how they came about. What kind of strategies did transnational women’s
advocates employ to reach their goals in successful advocacy campaigns
of the past? Who was targeted and what means of communication were
used? To investigate these questions in more detail, this section exam-
ines three case studies of several conflicts over policies, focusing not on
the policy results but on who was mobilized and which strategies were
employed. The three cases are the successful incorporation of sexual
harassment into the 2002 Equal Treatment Directive, the introduction
of gender mainstreaming into the Treaty of Amsterdam, and the par-
tially successful attempt to include gender equality as a main frame into
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the Charter of Human Rights attached to the EU Constitution draft in
2002.

Sexual Harassment in the Equal Treatment Directive. It was a “gender
equality TAN” that successfully raised the issue of sexual harassment in
the EU in the 1980s and then pushed for its incorporation into the revised
Equal Treatment Directive of 2002 (Zippel 2004, 2006). During a time
when national governments remained largely unresponsive to the issue of
sexual harassment, a network of policy insiders within the EU, as well
as transnational NGOs, helped push the issue into the EU employment
agenda.

In terms of its members, the “gender equality TAN” that Kathrin
Zippel identifies consisted of only a few “small, single-issue, nation-
ally based women’s organizations” (Zippel 2004: 63). In her assess-
ment, more important TAN members than these women’s NGOs were
“friendly policy makers within EU institutions and unions, legal experts,
and researchers” (ibid.). Thus the gender equality TAN had less of an
NGO base and was more an expert and insider advocacy coalition geared
toward directly engaging with the institutional policy-making process.
Its members, such as academics and other researchers, solicited funding
from the EU to generate, discuss, and disseminate this expert knowl-
edge. The sexual harassment TAN relied on the power of networking,
committed principled actors across borders, and a few small single-issue
organizations. Having “multiple access routes to policy making arenas”
(Zippel 2004: 63) was key. Zippel cites three factors for the success of
the campaign: (1) the policy expertise created by the TAN, (2) the polit-
ical opportunity structure within the EU, and (3) a “ping-pong effect”
in which the TAN and national and supranational institutions engaged
together to advance specific issues.

This campaign exemplifies an insider-driven institutional advocacy cul-
ture that operates smoothly without having to rely on the “traditional”
mobilization mechanisms of social movements. The advocacy that was
practiced was confined to the administrative offices of Brussels and pre-
pared in expert circles. It did not rely on public advocacy for its success:
“[T]here [were] neither coordinated protests nor lobbying activities from
advocates for sexual harassment policy. Few press releases or position
papers were issued. Neither women’s groups nor labour organizations
coordinated campaigns, protests, or widespread lobbying efforts in the
late 1990s” (Zippel 2004: 78). The mobilization of broader publics was
not part of the campaign success.
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Gender Equality in the Amsterdam Treaty. One of the most crucial
advances toward gender equality in the European Union was made with
the Amsterdam Treaty of 1997. According to Barbara Helfferich, then
president of EWL, a successful

co-ordinated lobbying campaign spearheaded by the European Women’s Lobby
resulted in legal milestones for gender equality, introducing the gender main-
streaming principle and provisions to fight discrimination outside of the employ-
ment sector. . . . [It] included a variety of different strategies and activities, from
informational and educational efforts to lobbying actions and activities on the
European as well as on the national levels, plus the occasional protest mobiliza-
tion. (Helfferich and Kolb 2001: 144; emphasis added)

What enabled the campaign to be successful, according to Helfferich
and Kolb, was EWL’s coordination of multilevel action, combined with
a favorable political opportunity structure. It coordinated activities at
both the supranational and national levels, bringing together those actors
under the umbrella of EWL. A window for reform, initiated by the new
Scandinavian member states Sweden and Finland, in conjunction with
Denmark and Greece, provided a gender-friendly environment for the
campaign. EWL’s main target was the limitation of the gender equal-
ity principle to the workplace, as laid out in Article 119 in the Treaty
of Rome. During the initial debates on treaty revision in 1996, the EU
decided to convene an expert group with the evocative name, the “Group
of Wise Men.” EWL responded with the appointment of a shadow group
called the “Wise Women’s Group.” Creating this group of legally versed
feminists was essential to match the level of expertise from insiders, par-
ticularly because at that time the European Union was still not a site for
mobilization efforts for most national women’s organizations. Educat-
ing these national and local organizations about the issues at stake was
therefore another crucial advocacy component.

Even though institutional forms of lobbying clearly had priority, EWL
in this specific successful campaign also tried to attract media attention. It
initiated an EU-wide petition for signatures in support of EWL’s position
on the treaty provision. Within six weeks, member organizations collected
40,000 signatures, which were handed to a member of the treaty negoti-
ations team during a public rally in Brussels (Helfferich and Kolb 2001:
157). Thus this campaign combined institutional and public advocacy,
albeit with a strong bias toward gaining institutional leverage. Yet the
occasional mobilization of constituents was a successful pressure tactic.
At the same time, it made broader publics aware of the work of EWL.
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The multilevel coordination strategy that EWL employed to strengthen
its legitimacy and institutional advocacy succeeded: EWL’s gender main-
streaming position was incorporated into the Amsterdam Treaty. The
campaign employed a strategic mix of targeted mobilization that helped
bring gender issues into the European public arena, broad expert involve-
ment, media attention, and mobilization of uncommitted citizens. How-
ever, as in the previous case study of the sexual harassment campaign,
institutional advocacy was at the center of this TAN’s strategy. Its “Wise
Women’s Group” possessed the necessary knowledge of the legal frame-
work of the EU. To be effective in Brussels demanded a strategy that
“combined expert advice with the widest possible consultation with affil-
iated organizations, in order to propose clear textual amendments to
the existing treaty of the Union” (Helfferich and Kolb 2001: 153). Even
though a public advocacy repertoire was employed, it remained marginal
to the success of the campaign and was more a secondary dimension than
a key part of EWL’s strategy.

Gender Equality in the Constitution for Europe. EWL launched another
powerful campaign around the 2002 Constitutional Convention. Early
in the constitution-drafting process, EWL criticized the gender imbalance
found in the convention’s governing body, the Presidium, which included
only two women despite earlier interventions in support of equal repre-
sentation of women (EWL 2002a). In January and February 2002, EWL
asked its members to sign a petition in which the organization demanded
that women’s rights and interests be fully taken into account and parity
democracy be practiced in the convention. Moreover, EWL participated
in the forum set up by the Treaty Secretariat and wrote several letters of
concern directly to the convention president Valerie Giscard D’Estaing.
These letters were posted on its website. A central concern for the Euro-
pean Women’s Lobby was to ensure the anchoring of gender equality
in Articles 21 and 23 of the Charter for Human Rights. By failing to
introduce gender equality as an overarching value in the first sentence
of the Charter and not using the language of gender mainstreaming to
indicate its relevance in all policy arenas, the Constitutional Convention,
and the Charter text in particular, had shrunk the equality agenda to the
employment sector and failed to address structural discrimination. EWL
also criticized the masculine language in the draft version of the Pream-
ble and demanded gender-neutral language throughout the document as
well as a gender-inclusive approach in general (EWL 2003). Despite its
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interventions, EWL was not satisfied with the final version of the Con-
vention text (EWL 2005).

EWL’s demands were a radical call for gender parity and mainstream-
ing in all aspects of the Charter and the Treaty. The advocacy repertoire
it used was again largely geared toward providing expert input. Its
advocacy effort relied first and foremost on institutional lobbying. EWL
articulated its positions within the forums that were granted to the
Civil Society Contact Group and used direct correspondence with the
Presidium as a means to influence the Charter drafting process. Only at
one point was a feminist public mobilized, and even then using the classic
instrument of letter/postcard writing. It did not use other forms of public
communication (i.e., press events staged on the same day in European
capitals, publicly visible protests, or symbolic actions). Even more than
during the Amsterdam Treaty campaign, the internal logic of a predefined
space assigned to civil society actors absorbed the advocacy power of
EWL. This is not to diminish the partial success of the campaign and the
surely difficult task of pulling the resources and experts together to wage
it. Yet it indicates that institutional advocacy regularly trumps public
advocacy in the campaigns of women’s transnational networks in the EU.

At the same time, this “institutional influence” does seldom take on a
“public” character, in that the participation of European women’s TANs
is only rarely acknowledged in official documents. Emanuela Lombardo
and Petra Meier have studied the frames of gender concepts in EU doc-
uments over time. They reach the conclusion that even though women’s
TANs provide expert memoranda and reports in policy arenas, it is not
common practice to give them a voice in official documents. This dis-
appearance of a feminist activist voice from official publications is not
only a result of negligence, and its consequences are more than cosmetic.
Lombardo and Meier (2008) establish a relation between the depth of a
gender frame in a policy arena and the extent to which gender experts
and feminist activists speak or are spoken of in official policy documents
(119). They also show that it is in only one frame – that of the “domestic
violence” discourse – where feminist activists and their networks, EWL
and WAVE in particular, are visible in public policy documents. In the
discourse on gender inequality in politics, by contrast, “feminist NGOs
such as the EWL ( . . . ) are rarely mentioned in official documents” (118).

Thus, institutional advocacy by these TANs, as successful as it might
be in the realm of policy, does not guarantee visibility even in the institu-
tional publicity of documents. Women’s TANs for the most part find their
advocacy relegated to the discursive contexts of EU-sponsored meetings
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table 6.3. European Transnational Women’s Networks: Information and
Advocacy Focus

Links to
Local/Regional
Membership
Associations

EU
Lobby
Focus

Regional
Advocacy
Focus

Public
Campaign/
Media
Focus

Internet
Based
Campaigns

EWL yes yes no yes no
KARAT yes yes yes no no
WAVE yes yes yes yes no
WECF yes no yes no no
WIDE no yes no no no

Note: Material accessed November 2005 and September 2006.

and conferences. Their actual input is neither recorded in official doc-
uments nor generally registered by gender publics or a wider audience
across Europe.

The Public Advocacy Profile of European Women’s TANs

If institutional advocacy is the default modus operandi for these TANs,
then how do they engage with broader publics beyond their member
organizations? An increasingly important indicator for TANs’ public
outreach and advocacy is their web presence. It is through the use of
this relatively low-cost but high-profile tool that interested citizens find
issues and connect to causes. Networks increasingly are using web-based
modes of mobilization (Bimber 2003) that “reduce the costs of partici-
pating” (Della Porta and Tarrow 2004: 12) for both network organizers
and interested citizens. People consult websites if they are contemplating
joining a network or a specific campaign. Journalists who research issues
and activities turn to web-based information from NGOs and their inter-
linked partners. And governments are getting clues about civic activism
from the web (Rogers 2004). We can therefore consider the Internet web-
sites of these networks to be a crucial element of their public advocacy.
Table 6.3 assesses several dimensions of these five TANs’ web presence.7

Four of the networks – EWL, KARAT, WAVE and WECF –
provide links to their local and regional membership associations, but
do not showcase the aggregated weight of member NGOs and individual
members. Whereas four TANs exhibit a strong EU lobby focus and three

7 For details of the coding protocol, see Appendix 3.
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a regional advocacy focus, only two – KARAT and WAVE – combine
institutional EU lobbying with a regional or local advocacy focus. EWL
is involved in some policy matters between the supranational and the
national levels and asks for direct member input in its General Assem-
blies. Yet there is no evidence of top-down outreach from the national
umbrella groups to mobilize regional constituencies. The websites of only
two networks, EWL and WAVE, were designed to attract media attention
for their campaigns. On several occasions, EWL asked visitors to its site
to write letters to members of Parliament or the Commission or to pres-
sure national politicians regarding a specific gender issue. In most cases,
it provided letter templates or postcards designed to be printed. At the
time, none of the networks enabled any online campaign activity, such
as visitors being able to sign a petition online or click to be connected to
groups in their vicinity for mobilization activities. Overall, the five net-
works at the time of this study made only limited use of new information
technology to reach out and engage their constituencies (see also Klein
1999; Bennett 2003).

The reasons cited in interviews for their overall thin efforts to prac-
tice more, and in particular more interactive, public outreach primar-
ily echoed the theme of resource poverty. Public advocacy is something
that these TANs would like to do more of, but they lack personnel and
resources. Skepticism about the nature of feminist publics today also adds
to the focus on institutional advocacy, but at the same time mirrors the
disconnect between TANs and their constituents. Another answer, albeit
less prominent, was that TANs do not engage in extensive public advo-
cacy simply because they do not need to do so. Insisting on a role as
intermediaries, some representatives of TANs pointed toward national
and regional members as much more competent and effective organizers
of public outreach and advocacy. Yet there are at least two reasons why
this line of thought is wanting. First, because EU institutions formally
understand and treat Brussels-based TANs as representatives of larger
European publics, TAN legitimacy rests to some degree on evidence that
they actually perform this aggregate function. Institutional decision mak-
ers need some substantiation that TANs are serving as a voice for an EU
issue public. Second, because TANs themselves lay claim to an identity as
speaking for European constituents, a lack of a visible aggregate function
over time turns into a public and inner-organizational image problem.

A somewhat different explanation for the lack of public advocacy,
though not voiced in interviews, might be that it is not only resource
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intensive but also potentially high risk. Institutional and public advocacy
are not always compatible; for example, when public advocacy virally
spirals out of a TAN’s control or becomes too confrontational. TANs
risk reputational costs if public advocacy efforts they have initiated turn
against their institutional interlocutors. Institutional advocacy is more
manageable. A WIDE representative suggests that

the debate about inside/outside is always going on. Some people think, we, includ-
ing me here, spend too much time engaging policy makers, sitting down at the
table, talking to them. Other people are kind of living in an alternative universe
and they’re not engaging at all [institutionally], so what impact do they have? So
you need both if you’re going to keep your autonomy, keep your independent
voice, but you must strategically engage. (WIDE 2007)

networking within and among european women’s tans

Advocacy is more effective if one cooperates with others. As Beate Kohler-
Koch has observed, how fast ideas and attempted policy changes travel,
and whether they reach national policy contexts, depends not only on
specific properties of one network but “also on the interface structure of
related networks” (Kohler-Koch 1998: 9). Interfaces between networks
can be conceptualized as communicative relays that drive joint frames and
action. Do European women’s TANs have such communicative relays?
Do they cooperate with each other to coordinate advocacy efforts and
maximize their influence? This last section contributes to our understand-
ing of network strength by providing a web-based assessment of the ties
among transnational women’s networks. General network density, which
is defined in detail later, cannot explain all aspects of networking among
women’s TANs in Europe. However, it can provide heuristic evidence
about the structure and scope of network interfaces and cooperation.

Tetyana Pudrovska and Myra Marx Ferree have shown that the Euro-
pean Women’s Lobby is considerably less networked with other transna-
tional women’s networks than are other women’s TANs (Pudrovska and
Ferree 2004). The authors attribute this lack of virtual global networking
to the EWL’s “intra-EU focus” (2). However, I found that, even within
the European Union, the EWL does not reach out extensively beyond its
member organizations – in fact, this finding applies to four of the five
networks studied here, with the exception of KARAT.

The following network maps were generated using Issue Crawler, a
software program that visualizes web-based networking; for example,
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URL 1

URL 2

First
iteration

EWL

WAVE

figure 6.2. How Issue Crawler Works.

among groups, organizations, and institutions (see Fig. 6.2).8 The crawls,
which pick up links between actors, can be manipulated in three ways:
(1) the depth of sites within the web presence of an organization; (2) the
number of starting points; that is, site origins; and (3) the iterations; that
is, how far the network analysis stretches into a network sphere. Actors
appear on the network map if they are co-linked; that is, if at least two
other actors in the network sphere link to them. Network diagrams also
show the direction of main linkages (the arrows), the relative strength
of a linked actor (size of the dot), and its broadly defined institutional
form (URL suffixes such as .gov, .org, or national suffixes are shown in
different shades of gray here). The destination URL marks the actor that
is at the center of linkages, and we see who links to it and to whom it
links.

Our initial attempts to correlate two networks and obtain network
maps had only limited success. The only crawls rendered were between

8 See http://govcom.org.
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table 6.4. Networking among Networks, 2005

EWL KARAT WAVE WECF WIDE

EWL N/a Network No network No network No network
KARAT Network N/a No network Network Network
WAVE No network No network N/a No network No network
WECF No network Network No network N/a No network
WIDE No network Network No network No network N/a

KARAT and WIDE, KARAT and EWL, and KARAT and WECF (see
Table 6.4). All other correlated websites did not show networks two
levels deep, indicating that they were not actively connecting to other
networks on the first two levels of their websites and that other networks
did not connect to them.

When we put all five networks as starting points into a crawl of two
depth levels and two iterations, the resulting thin network map depicts
WECF Germany networking with the transnational WECF network,
and KARAT networking with WIDE (eurosur.org). The fact that EWL
(womenlobby.org) is not present on this map indicates that it has far
fewer overall links than WECF and KARAT. EWL might link out, but
only very few actors link back to it (see Fig. 6.3).

This finding does not imply that these TANs do not network at all
within their respective issue arenas; in fact we find somewhat stronger
networking attempts among member NGOs within a network. An exam-
ple is WECF and all its links that extend into a rather strong network of
ecologically oriented actors (see Fig. 6.4).

The fact that WECF, as the starting point, disappears from these net-
work linkages suggests that even though it is reaching out, the other actors
are not linking back to WECF. A similar picture is generated when we
crawl EWL and its internal links. KARAT’s networks tend to be stronger,
with the organization receiving many more co-links and therefore staying
present in the networks that it initiates.

Map 3 (see Fig. 6.5) captures the centrality of issue focus for European
women’s networks, which comes partly at the expense of networking
among each other. It maps network linkages of EWL and WECF, going
three levels deep into their respective webspheres.

In this map, wecf.org and its German member wecf. de form a dis-
tinct environmentally focused network. The WECF TAN connects to
the second distinct cluster of NGOs that centers around the United
Nations through its German affiliate only. EWL (womenlobby.org) stays
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somewhat on the margin of the UN centered network cluster, which also
includes WAVE. Staying on the margins, as EWL does, indicates that it
links less and is being linked to less than more centrally clustered orga-
nizations. The arrows pointing one-way also show a bias of linkages to
EWL that it does not return. WECF clearly puts more emphasis on con-
necting to its issue-related transnational connections than EWL. In sum,
the Issue Crawler maps visualize a lack of communication and interaction
among our five transnational women’s networks – communication that
would be key not only to joint policy interventions of overarching con-
cern such as gender mainstreaming but also to the initiation of broader
public outreach and activism for their respective agendas. The fact that
they so rarely link to each other underscores their representatives’ com-
ments that cooperation among networks is for the most part limited and
systematically only sought by WIDE and KARAT. Relating the lack of
networking to gender mainstreaming, a representative of WECF argues
that what is missing is a “joint evaluation and monitoring by women’s
networks that asks: how does it [gender mainstreaming] affect networks
and how can networks affect the gender mainstreaming strategy – that
has not happened so far” (WECF 2005). Both a KARAT and a WECF
representative point to EWL as being best positioned to organize public
voice in regard to gender mainstreaming (WECF 2005; KARAT 2008).
However, EWL’s organizational structure is based on national coordina-
tion platforms and thus privileges vertical integration of members over
horizontal networking with issue-specific women’s TANs. Overall, the
Issue Crawler evidence suggests that at this point only limited network-
ing capacity exists for joint evaluation and mobilization for women’s
issues among European women’s TANs.

conclusion

This chapter has pursued two lines of argument. Our starting point was
the gender mainstreaming debate and its assessment as a problematic
strategy to advance gender equality by all five networks. First, we inves-
tigated why the explicit criticism of gender mainstreaming, voiced in the
interviews, does not translate into stronger public advocacy. Although
the networks cited resource poverty as a primary reason, we explored
the tensions between expert identity and possible mission and strategy
drift through engaging publics, the precarious status as interlocutors, and
possible negative sanctions by institutions as additional explanations for
lack of public engagement, outreach, and advocacy. Second, we analyzed
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web-based evidence of public advocacy of the five TANs beyond the gen-
der mainstreaming issue. In principle, the organizations have a broad
range of web-based and low-cost mobilization tools at their disposal.
Yet their overall approach to communicating with constituencies has a
more “informational” than “activating or advocacy-oriented” quality. In
particular, they underutilize interactive repertoires of the web, and hence
discursive engagement of broader constituencies seems weak. The TANs
also do not network extensively with each other. Thus, women’s TANs
in this study forfeit publicness for policy engagement.

The five TANs take issue with the mainstreaming strategy, yet tend to
forego public debate and instead attempt to tacitly reframe discourse by
employing strong women’s equality language. Thus, density of commu-
nication on the issue is low. Material as well as institutional rationales
seem to guide the networks’ decisions to prioritize counterframing over
engaging publics. On the material side, capacity needs to be built to secure
network infrastructure and its personnel. Grant writing, pursuing project
cooperation, and managing human resources are considered by all net-
works as central to survival and occupy considerable work time. Because
much labor goes into developing specialized expertise, broader questions
regarding overall EU gender equality strategies necessarily take backstage.
Lack of resources for mobilization and public advocacy seems to be a pos-
sible fallout from this precarious institutionalization of women’s TANs.
With influence depending to a large degree on internal organizational
capacity (Della Porta and Tarrow 2004), the kinds of internal capacities
that a network develops will determine the strategies with which it will
try to influence an issue.

Yet resources are not the only rationale at work. As our analysis
showed, there are other explanations why networks focus on institutional
advocacy. First, the three successful TAN interventions presented in this
chapter share what Liebert (2002: 255) calls “knowledge-based com-
munication strategies,” relying primarily or solely on expert discourses.
Although these knowledge-based communication strategies might bring
about policy change, they might also sideline public engagement. For
policy successes to be visible to broader publics, expert communication
needs to be translated into broader (local or national) public debates. If
this translation is not pursued insistently, there is a disconnect between
institutional advancements in gender policies and public marginalization
of gender issues in Europe. Institutional actors such as policy makers,
members of Parliament, and administrators value TAN expertise not
just for its substance but also because it adds legitimacy to European
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policy-making processes. The former president of EWL states that “infor-
mal friendly contacts have led to formal and more important lobbying
interactions, strengthening not only the role of EWL but that of agen-
cies trying to advance equality as well” (Helfferich and Kolb 2001: 148).
At the same time, engagement with wider arenas of constituents might
produce mission and strategy drift that might endanger the relationship
between experts and EU institutions.

Second, women’s strategic choices are rooted in the kind of institu-
tional settings and practices they confront (Ferree and Mueller 2003).
The European Union has provided considerable openings for civil soci-
ety actors, and women’s TANs have become experienced interlocutors
and institutional advocates in Brussels. Advances in gender equality have
been largely dependent on the creation of “velvet triangles” (Woodward
2004); that is, on the cooperation of political institutions, femocrats
within institutions, and feminist activists in civil society. As part of the
feminist activist cluster, TANs have taken on the role of being inter-
mediaries between political institutions, femocrats, and activists. They
depend on others to organize Europeanized feminist publics. By defi-
nition, they experience “several degrees of separation” from grassroots
women’s groups and local and regional organizations – from those that
might best be able to mobilize large numbers of citizens and use (local)
public space for protests and civic action repertoires. National platforms
tend to reserve exclusive rights to communicate with local members, thus
making it difficult for Brussels-based TANs to do so. Moreover, EWL
officials point to the difficulties of constructing joint positions among a
wide variety of members with different cultural, economic, and social
backgrounds. Transnational interest formation, then, becomes primarily
a problem of reducing complexities and settling sometimes on lower com-
mon denominators than originally envisioned. Therefore the preference
for institutional advocacy might also be driven by the need to reduce
complexities and avoid conflicts. Framing positions institutionally might
be easier than organizing public outreach into such diverse constituen-
cies. In effect, modes of communication signal an inward orientation and
institutional focus.

Third, public advocacy might produce stronger identity conflicts for
TANs in regard to how institutional actors view them. There is concern
among TANs that public outreach, including possibly confrontational
public strategies, could “undermine” the position of NGOs and networks
“that have gained recognition as ‘serious’, ‘responsible’, and ‘calculable’
players” (Rucht 2001: 136). The institutional habitus of the EU thus
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might discourage public advocacy. Along the same line, scarce resources
and EU funding might contribute to a focus on institutional communi-
cation and advocacy. Helfferich and Kolb point to the “ties that bind”
problem in the context of the National Council of German Women. The
fact that it “receives yearly funding from the German government,” they
argue, “made it harder for the group to take positions independent of
the German government” (Helfferich and Kolb 2001: 149). The same
co-optation logic could be applied to EWL in a European context. Com-
munication is thus targeted to convince political actors in institutional
contexts rather than to mobilize constituencies.

In sum, validation of expert status, lack of proximity to constituents,
adherence to institutional habitus, and scarce funding all disincentivize
public advocacy. The danger of practicing transnational advocacy merely
as lobbying and as mobilization of institutional capital is that constituen-
cies across Europe might not know about, or might not identify with, the
ideas and issues for which women’s TANs stand. Moreover, the literature
on European civil society generally points to problems of accountability
and democratic legitimacy if civic actors are highly incorporated and do
not manage to keep communication channels open with broader con-
stituencies (Warleigh 2001). In this line of reasoning, if the constituencies
for European women’s TANs are not adequately integrated in delib-
eration and interaction, neither NGO actions nor policy outcomes are
adequately legitimized. To be clear, if this study finds public outreach
strategies that would mobilize broader constituencies and network link-
ages that could advance overarching women’s policy goals to be less
developed, this does not imply lack of policy success. Yet it might imply
that on matters of overall importance in European gender governance,
such as the future of the gender mainstreaming strategy, women’s TANs
at this point in time lack incentive and capacity to organize and facili-
tate EU-wide public debate. In terms of their legitimacy vis-à-vis politi-
cal institutions and European citizens, they have yet to establish public
engagement processes that in turn provide legitimacy.



7

NGOs’ Inclusion in Governance and
Public Accountability

Democracy is . . . a kind of society, not merely a mechanism of choosing
and authorizing governments.

C. B. MacPherson, 1973: 51

NGOs face mounting and, to some degree, contradictory expectations.
We want them to be uncorrupted experts, unbureaucratic social interven-
tion agents, accountable citizen representatives, and knowledgeable inter-
locutors of political institutions. Ideally, they are “the engine for ideas
and aspirations of what sort of society we might become, how we might
choose to live together and alternative directions for us to consider and
debate. As well, they provide places for learning the democratic process,
they build a sense of community and they help the average citizen want-
ing to speak to government about an issue” (Staples 2008: 15). Although
not all NGOs can and or even want to fulfill all aspects of this glorified
organizational profile, this book has made a case for treating NGOs as
public actors and for holding them accountable to their publics. In par-
ticular, it is NGOs’ function of organizing publicness by making issues
public and of organizing publics by stimulating citizen voice that has
fueled our investigation. With the lingering crisis of political parties and
the demise of aggregate functions of traditional media, NGOs find them-
selves occupying a central position in organizing meaning in civil society.
Given that NGOs’ outreach and engagement practices might define civil
societies of the 21st century, we explored the conditions under which they
do that job and how well they actually do it. The observation that all too
often NGOs serve as stand-ins, or proxies, for publics without substan-
tially acting on their public engagement capacity led to an analysis of

203
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the configurations that actually enable NGOs to develop stronger public
accountability. Refuting the liberal credo that government should mini-
mize its footprint in civil society – a credo that neoliberal politics itself
consequently undermines – this book has shown that states and their
civic spaces are intertwined and that therefore governance conditions are
key to how NGOs engage with their environment. We have established
that specific governance cultures can incentivize NGOs to practice pub-
lic advocacy and in the process generate stronger public accountability
through communicating and interacting with constituencies. Legal frame-
works, funding arrangements, and the different properties of networked,
managed, or restricted communication cultures can promote or weaken
NGOs’ publicness and their ability to be catalysts for organized citizen
voice.

Raising concerns in public, however, has its costs, and NGOs face
a number of obstacles as public advocates. Institutional advocacy tends
to be more predictable, more immediately gratifying, and reputation-
enhancing. Working with publics, by contrast, means engaging in a field
of much less calculable civic dynamics with inherently unpredictable
outcomes. Legal limits to public advocacy and economic pulls to syn-
chronize NGO activity with donor expectations compound the problem.
The money trail for NGOs leads to governance contexts dominated by
political institutions, business corporations, and foundations with specific
agendas. Few funders provide grants for NGOs to do public advocacy and
outreach with the goal of establishing stronger publics. Each one of these
factors carries weight; in combination, they provide the backdrop against
which we understand NGOs’ focus on organizational reproduction and
institutional advocacy. Again, not all NGOs fit this profile; some do have
a strong commitment to outreach and to public advocacy. Thus, trying to
avoid overgeneralizations, this book highlighted the configurations that
enable NGOs to employ stronger public voice and organize publics. It
has addressed the pull-and-push factors at work when NGOs want to
develop stronger public accountabilities.

Before we revisit the argument, a final disclaimer is in order: This inves-
tigation may weaken the overly enthusiastic assertion that NGOs “breed
new ideas, advocate, protest, and mobilize public support” or that they
necessarily deepen democracy by “disrupting hierarchies” and spreading
“power among more people and groups” (Mathews 1997: 52). On the flip
side, however, the cautionary narrative provided in this book is not part of
the choir of NGO-bashing that seems to be pervasive these days, primarily
in the neoconservative circles inside the Washington beltway. The voices
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of this choir are most often ideologically motivated and have little inter-
est in strengthening civil society’s capacity for public debate. For these
voices, destroying the NGO “halo” (Steinberg 2009) is about silencing
what are perceived to be overly critical progressive government and busi-
ness watchdogs. Some academic voices have joined this choir, claiming
that NGOs are merely ineffectual “troublemakers” (Cohen 2006: 4) or
unelected and therefore undemocratic “stand-ins” for citizens (Anderson
2003). The analysis offered in this book finds that NGOs are best able
to shield their operations against such claims by attempting to be norma-
tively legitimized by their publics. Public accountability involves attending
to the four tasks of providing transparency, organizing debate, engaging
constituents, and encouraging activism. Ultimately, public accountability
will legitimize an NGO more effectively than attempts to increase inter-
nal transparency, professionalize management, or draft new performance
measurements.

This chapter proceeds by summarizing the central argument of the
book with an emphasis on factors that might strengthen public account-
ability of NGOs. It first reassesses NGOization, focusing on how it
incentivizes or disincentivizes NGOs’ ability to actively seek communica-
tion and interaction with constituencies. The second part of the chapter
addresses the effects of two factors that in the coming years will starkly
alter NGO advocacy and engagement: new media and the increasing
transnationalization of advocacy. Finally, we revisit the role of gover-
nance structures in shaping NGOs’ ability to create public accountability
and thereby act as catalysts of the public sphere.

ngoization revisited

NGOization is best understood as a sensitizing concept without direct
normative underpinnings. It signifies the process by which social move-
ments professionalize, bureaucratize, and institutionalize. As such, it is
neither good nor bad; it holds both opportunities and costs. Not all civil
society groups put on the legal and organizational cloak of an NGO,
but many do so and with good reasons. Groups need a legal status and
tax-related incorporation to qualify as charities and thus for tax-exempt
status. Activists want to turn their commitment into a profession. Donors
and governments confer predictability and pay a regular salary. Thus, to
professionalize, institutionalize, and bureaucratize is rational to stabi-
lize the organization. Yet this very process tends to turn down the vol-
ume of public advocacy. With professionalization often comes a focus on



206 NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere

assessment, education of policy makers, and strategic planning (Harwood
2009: 15). Publicness appears, if at all, in the guise of fundraising drives
and occasional campaigns to which citizens can sign on. More resource-
ful organizations have all but given up on fostering publics and instead
rely on litigation as a means of public advocacy and as an alternative to
mobilization (McCann 1994; Barzilai 2003: 134ff.). NGOs have learned
to strategically manage publics instead of relying on their capacity to
organize citizen voice.

In addition to the imperatives of organizational reproduction, advo-
cacy-averse donors and state actors more interested in expert knowledge
than in input by larger publics compound the incentives to choose insti-
tutional over public advocacy. Legal obstacles to advocacy and in some
cases just the mere lack of knowledge of what are the legal limits add
to an organizational focus on service, program building, and technical
expertise. Why then should NGOs build public accountability by engag-
ing with an often fickle, uninformed, politics-fatigued citizenry? Indeed,
the NGO respondents in the Harwood study, cited in Chapter 3, could
not identify incentives to engage with publics. It seemed only rational
to have constituents stay away from public advocacy work except for
occasionally signing a petition or e-mailing their legislators.

Disincentives to public advocacy find an echo in perceptions that
advocacy is not a part of democracy, but rather a part of democracy’s
problems and that mobilized citizens are a threat to liberal democra-
cies. Samuel Huntington assessed the explosion of advocacy in the 1960s
as dangerous to democracy and looked toward “some measure of apa-
thy” to sustain “the effective operation of a democratic political system”
(Huntington 1982: 115). The overloading of the political process with
political advocacy, Mancur Olson argued, results in civic distrust, ineffi-
cient cartelization, and loss of authority of elected officials (Olson 1982).
On the other side of this debate, a substantial body of literature points
to the importance of civic engagement for sustaining democratic legiti-
macy and connections of trust to institutional politics (Berry 1999; Put-
nam 2001; Skocpol 2003). What remains controversial is how citizens’
engagement in and with their societies has actually changed. Whether
civic engagement has declined (Putnam 2001), altered its form from a
membership-based civic culture to more fluid issue networks anchored in
lifestyle politics (Bennett 1998), turned into mere “checkbook” advocacy
(Zald and McCarthy 1987), or shows signs of all of the above – what
manifests itself in changing individual engagement practices also shapes
organizational development.
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Statistical evidence that the number of advocacy groups is growing
does not tell us much about the actual state of democratic public voice.
Some of this perceived growth is due to highly professionalized but overall
“disembodied” advocacy in the beltways of power in Washington, DC,
Brussels, or London. These professional advocacy NGOs emulate

the organizational logic of the corporate sector, in which economies of scale
and the efficiencies available through contracting out have shaped the kinds of
organizational structures observed. Most movement activities, from recruitment
and fund raising to lobbying legislators, can be contracted out, and thus a “move-
ment organization” may be little more than a part-time staffer with a fax machine.
(Davis et al. 2005: xvi)

This organization model results in outsourcing advocacy into specialized
lobbying practices that only leave a small public footprint (Geller and
Salamon 2007: 5) or handing it over to PR agencies with little interest in
actually engaging citizens.

Moreover, if NGO advocacy is turning into a formulaic commodity,
then it is not surprising that the corporate sector begins to clone similar
kinds of operations, further adding to confusion about the democratic
basis of public interests. Large businesses have long discovered the value
of branding themselves not just as money-making but also as public
interest corporations. Wal-Mart has its Families for Wal-Mart nonprofit;
Monsanto has its Monsanto Fund. Other businesses choose more cir-
cuitous means to build alliances with nonprofits, forming what have been
dubbed Astroturf NGOs.1 In spring 2010, the New York Times profiled
Richard B. Berman, director of the Center for Consumer Freedom, a
Washington, DC, nonprofit that primarily protects the food-producing
industry against animal rights advocates. Berman, a former lobbyist on
Capitol Hill, is not only director of the Center for Consumer Freedom;
he also founded and is on the board of five other NGOs, among them
the American Beverage Institute, which devotes itself to fighting against
Mothers Against Drunk Driving and other organizations that promote
the lowering of legal blood alcohol limits for drivers; the Employment
Freedom Action Committee that engages in anti-unionization issues; and
the Employment Policy Institute dedicated to abolishing the minimum
wage. Yet directing or being on the board of these nonprofits is not his

1 Astroturf NGOs’ names tend to invoke a mission that obscures their real purpose, such
as the Forest Protection Society, funded by the logging industry, or Mothers Against
Pollution, funded by the Association of Liquid Paperboard Carton Manufacturers to
combat the use of glass milk bottles (Wilson 2006).
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main job: His main job is directing Berman and Company, a for-profit
communications firm that gets as much as 70 percent of its revenues
from these six nonprofits.2 Berman simply exchanged the title of “lobby-
ist” for “public interest advocate.” Which interests he represents remains
relatively unknown to the general public.

Thus, Astroturf NGOs very deliberately evoke publicness in their
name, while in their operations they shut the public out to advance spe-
cial interests. For example, the National Smoker Alliance, which cam-
paigned fiercely in the United States to end the ban on smoking in bars
in California, turned out to be created and financed by the Phillip Morris
tobacco giant. Consumers for Cable Choice, supposedly an NGO with
more than a million members, was actually an Astroturf NGO funded by
the telecommunications industry in 2006 to support deregulation of the
telecommunication market (Dahan and Leca 2008: 13).

Yet Astroturf NGOs are not limited to business. They can also be found
in the political realm, building their reputation on grassroots support
that in effect turns out to be rather anemic. Libertycentral.org, created
by Virginia Thomas, the wife of Supreme Court Judge Clarence Thomas,
promotes itself as “America’s Public Square” and as an NGO for “citizen
activists.” Yet the only thing a citizen activist is able to do on its website
is to donate, post information, or press the “shop now” button to acquire
a mug or a T-shirt. Astroturf NGOs thus wrap themselves in a cloak of
public engagement. They calibrate their image as to suggest a strong base
and grassroots support, while in fact they avoid transparency and limit
public input.

The proliferation of Astroturf NGOs and its byproduct, the hijack-
ing of the public interest, make it all the more imperative for the non-
governmental sector to acquire legitimacy via engaging broader publics.
These trends have compelled large organizations to invest more in pub-
lic outreach. To combat the claims of the Australian Forest Protection
Society (funded by the logging industry), environmental groups such as
the Wilderness Society have simply had to launch massive public cam-
paigns. Civic challenges increasingly are being framed as “who do you
speak for?” and thus force NGOs to address their publicness. NGOs that
stand for civic principles and practice public outreach have a more com-
pelling answer to that question than Astroturf NGOs that are mere fronts

2 Stephanie Strom (2010). “Nonprofit Advocate Carves out an Unusual For-Profit Niche,”
New York Times, June 18, 2010, p. 1.
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for private business interests. The degree to which institutionalized and
special interests can dominate information and advocacy in a democracy
determines the extent of integration and coherence of its publics (Bimber
2003: 246). Leaving public advocacy to a few large players, in particu-
lar to well-funded private interests posing as organized voices of publics,
hollows out the very foundations of civil society.

Establishing stronger public accountability of the NGO sector thus
provides an answer to the potentially negative fallout from NGOization.
It means balancing the inherent pulls to professionalize, institutionalize,
and bureaucratize with an emphasis on practicing public outreach and on
not just gauging but also activating publics. By contrast, an accountability
debate that solely focuses on issues of inner-organizational accountability,
on donors having the right to inspect the books, or on avoiding mission
drift fails to address the core problems of NGOization.

turning toward public advocacy

This book has provided evidence that NGOs tend to increase engagement
with, and mobilization of, publics under two conditions: (1) when they
face a critical juncture because access to political institutions is blocked or
endangered by challenges to their legitimacy and (2) when governments
actively encourage, promote, and fund NGO public outreach. The first
condition – persistent marginalization and exclusion – has been previously
identified as among the forces leading to mobilization. Without trying to
diminish the insights from the “contentious politics” approach, this book
has added the second, often neglected dimension of an actively enabling
governance culture as a possibility for democratizing civil society. Neither
condition is mutually exclusive; in fact, closed governance arenas and
resulting NGO voice might lead to governance reform that enables and
steadies that voice.

Of course, there are variations in these conditions, as when orga-
nizations marginalize themselves from the policy process in their own
areas of interest, taking the role of relief or charity agents without much
advocacy at all. However, even these organizations can encounter critical
junctures, brought on by declining donations or other external challenges
that endanger their mission. An instructive example is the development of
modern era food banks in the United States, which have often avoided pol-
icy work only to discover that hunger problems were beyond their capac-
ity to address. When Bread for the World, a leading Christian anti-hunger
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NGO, put out its fourth Report on the State of World Hunger in 1994,
it pleaded with its members to consider practicing more advocacy:

Food banks and other direct service agencies can draw upon a wealth of resources
to turn toward advocacy. They have powerful community leaders on their boards,
mailing lists of concerned people, and relatively large budgets. Even 5 percent of
those budgets devoted to education and 5 percent to advocacy would make a
major difference. Charitable organizations have, by and large, earned the respect
of the public. That respect forms a reservoir of good will that can be gently
tapped to draw more people from service to citizenship. (Bread for the World
1994, quoted in Poppendieck 1998: 271)

Of the 72 food banks that Bread for the World surveyed before making
this plea, two-thirds had no budget for advocacy or lobbying, and only
four had set aside two percent or more of their budget for these tasks.
The report went on to identify those who shied away from becoming
advocates against hunger. They were the very community leaders who
had a reputation for strong public voice: “Many do not have boards that
currently support this type of activity.” Food banks were also reluctant to
be seen as political or partisan. One staff member put it succinctly, “some
of our board people are very conservative business folk, very prominent
Republicans in our state. They would find it uncomfortable if we were
identified a little too closely with Democrats and Democratic thought.”
Food banks seemed to be generally content with branding themselves as
a “band aid,” because, as another food bank director put it, feeding the
hungry conveys a gentle and benign image: “Advocates for the hungry are
not viewed as change agents that should be feared. We are not engaged
in class struggle, we are just feeding people, and this is something that
should be supported” (quoted in Poppendieck 1998: 276).

If we fast forward 15 years from 1994, we discover that donations
shrank in the midst of the global economic and financial crisis. Food banks
in the United States were ailing, with estimates of reductions in donations
of between 20 and 40 percent. In this uncharted territory, the largest
American food bank network, America’s Second Harvest, which included
more than 200 food banks, changed its name to the more provocative
Feeding America; the explicit goal of this name change was to “elevate
hunger-relief programs for greater visibility and involvement. . . . Our new
identity invites the public to understand and commit to fighting hunger.”3

This is a carefully calibrated turn from the image of the farm providing

3 Philanthropy Newsdigest 9/9/08, at http://foundationcenter.org/pnd/news/story.jhtml?
id=226800017 (accessed June 1, 2010).
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plentiful harvest to the acknowledgment of poverty and the fact that
America or many Americans need to be fed.

Other food banks have formed statewide associations to organize more
effective advocacy, albeit carefully stretching and bending their interpre-
tation of advocacy so as not to threaten their charity status.4 Even though
some food banks still exclusively use the term “hunger,” others have
adopted the public language of poverty reduction and are committed to
mobilizing their constituencies to fight poverty. The crisis in donations
thus altered the “band-aid” approach of food banks and brought about
stronger advocacy-oriented voice and strategies. Organizing publics to
address poverty, moreover, relies on different public accountability mea-
surements than donations to food banks. Constituencies will judge the
NGO by their attempts to politicize poverty and not just by how effective
they are in alleviating immediate hardships. At critical junctures, NGOs
thus can turn from organizations of survival into organizations of public
advocacy and resistance (Reitzes 1995).

The second set of conditions that promote NGO voice is less re-
searched. We have established that government can incentivize NGOs
to become more committed public actors by making it easier for them
to practice advocacy and enabling the organization of civil society, not
just along associational dimensions but also as publics. Such an approach
entails, for example, loosening restrictions on political action for the non-
governmental sector and demanding stronger engagement with publics
when committing funds to NGOs. Empirical evidence for this argument
was provided in Chapters 4 and 5. Local governments in Seattle and
Bremen incentivized networked public spheres that enabled NGOs to feel
the pulse of their constituencies, find organized ways to channel their
input, and transmit knowledge and grassroots policy goals to the insti-
tutionalized realms of politics. We found that the ability of NGOs to
foster public accountability depends on whether networked, managed, or
restricted communication processes form the basis for governance. We
come back to the role of governance at the end of this chapter.

We have identified two broad sets of conditions – critical junctures and
enabling governance – in which NGO voice might become stronger. How-
ever, critical junctures are often not welcome, and changes in governance

4 The association of New York State food banks, for example, only uses the term “advo-
cacy” when it refers to “advocacy on behalf of the food banks at the local, state, and fed-
eral levels of government,” thus carefully avoiding any appearance of public mobilization.
Food Bank Association New York State, at http://www.foodbankassocnys.org/about.cfm
(accessed January 22, 2010).
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conditions are not easy to initiate. Looking beyond these conditions,
there might be other tangible changes in civil society that might prove to
be advantageous for strengthening organizational publics. In particular,
bringing in new communication technologies and forming transnational
alliances for NGO action are considered to be promising forces for mobi-
lization of early 21st-century publics. I address each in turn and then
conclude with a final reflection on the role of government in turning
NGOs from proxy publics into catalysts for public voice.

the role of new media

The turn toward stronger public accountability of NGOs might well be
facilitated by new information and communication technologies (ICTs).
In the first phase of the Internet, NGOs employed web 1.0 technology
primarily for informational purposes and to enhance their public images.
They contributed to and made use of the “information abundance”
(Bimber 2003: 229ff.) that the web came to host, allowing NGOs to find
outlets for expression apart from traditional media and monthly mailed
newsletters. With the arrival of web 2.0 technology, the communicative
means of the NGO sector have been all but revolutionized. Research has
provided convincing evidence of ICTs’ potential to enhance civil soci-
ety’s capacity for voice, advocacy, and mobilization (i.e., Bimber 2003;
Chadwick and Howard 2008; Bennett 2009). New ICTs substantially
alter the way that NGOs communicate internally, in their alliances, and
with broader constituencies. On the most basic level, they have lowered
the costs for participation and organizing (Earl and Kimport 2011: 39),
allowing in particular resource-poor NGOs to expand their public pres-
ence, distribute information widely, and organize more decentrally. ICTs
provide NGOs with a wide array of means to connect with members and
supporters and enable the emergence of new organizational forms that
are less structured and more openly networked and fluid than traditional
member organizations. ICTs also facilitate “large and flexible coalitions
exhibiting the ‘strengths of thin ties’” (Bennett 2004: 125) by dispers-
ing power in networks and helping equalize the playing field between
large professionalized NGOs and smaller, less organized groups. As Bruce
Bimber has observed, “The traditional boundaries, resources, and struc-
tures of organizations have less influence over who has facility with
political information and communication and who does not” (Bimber
2003: 229). ICTs provide the nongovernmental sector with an expand-
ing tableau of external communication strategies, ranging from viral
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campaigns to spontaneous swarm action or flash mobs. Overall, ICTs
offer low-cost means to connect an organization with its supporters and
mobilize citizens for public action via the web. Globally anchored pub-
lic events and campaigns like the Seattle WTO protests of 1999 or the
worldwide antiwar protests of 2003, as well as small, locally organized
public meetings, now operate with the power of web technology.

Yet the fact that technology is available and increasingly used does not
mean that the NGO sector has optimized it as a resource for practicing
public advocacy and organizing publics. This is why the research for this
book is not based on exceptional moments of NGO-driven mobilization,
but instead has tried to capture snapshots of everyday organizational
practices. Chapter 6 pointed to systematic underutilization of interactive
web 2.0 technology among European women’s NGO networks. When in
2004, Stephen Ross from Columbia’s School of Journalism published a
report on the role of media in 54 humanitarian relief NGOs in the United
States and Europe, one of its central findings was that those NGOs had
barely begun to tap the potential of the web (Ross 2004: 19). At the
time, most sites included only basic information, few humanitarian relief
NGOs had internal search engines, and technologies such as streaming
video or blogs were virtually ignored. Meanwhile, as many NGOs are still
trying to figure out how to best use web 2.0 technology, and they find
themselves with competition: Professional communication intermediaries
such as moveon.org and clearinghouses such as Kiva, Avaaz or Change
act as transmission belts between individual citizens and social justice
causes, providing direct ways for concerned citizens to make their voice
heard and make a difference while bypassing issue-specific organizations
altogether. Kiva is an entrepreneurial NGO that connects microlenders
directly with recipients in the global South. Avaaz is a virtual campaign
platform that provides the technology for launching campaigns and has
been the electronic conduit for 13 million members and more than 50
million actions since 2007.5 Change is a so-called ‘B Corp’, a corpora-
tion certified by a nonprofit to meet higher standards of transparency
and accountability that acts as a conduit for individually started cam-
paigns. All are innovative in their approach to public engagement. They
provide site visitors with a set of communication tools to articulate sup-
port for a cause or organize a campaign themselves. In many ways, they
make participating in public affairs easier. The Avaaz website allows vis-
itors to “shop” campaigns and easily click from “saving Syrian lives” to

5 Avaaz Facts at http://www.avaaz.org/en/pressfaq.php (accessed February 2, 2012).
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“Stay Strong – Save the Amazon” or “Clean Out Corruption in India.”
It is constructed to be in constant “high alert” mode, with the numbers
of supporters for a given campaign moving across a bar and individual
voices of supporters rolling across the screen.

It is too early to assess to what degree such people-powered web
movements directly compete with NGOs for attention. Although they are
high-powered engines for users to express their opinion and to raise the
visibility of causes, it remains to be seen whether the “donate and click”
engagement mode they provide translates into more consistent mobi-
lization for specific issues. NGOs that have had long-term engagements
with some of the issues that Avaaz campaigns for, however, are con-
cerned about this new mode of engagement. Dennis Searle, an indepen-
dent communications consultant who helped Oxfam devise a web-based
communication strategy, asks, “How long will it be before . . . NGOs see
their supporter base eroded by digital native organizations such as Kiva
and Avaaz, plus numerous national and local advocacy and development
groups that can apparently provide digital native audiences with direct,
tangible ways of making a difference?” (Searle 2009).

Bimber and colleagues correctly claim that the Internet facilitates orga-
nizing without organization (Bimber, Flanagin, and Stohl 2009: 79; see
also Flanagin et al. 2006). Internet-based organizing, they argue, incor-
porates two dimensions of experience: the mode of interaction and the
mode of engagement (Flanagin et al. 2006: 29). In both these modes,
organization, as we tend to understand it, has lost its centrality. Both
ICT-mediated interaction and engagement can happen outside of a given
organizational context; for example, on a Facebook page, in a Twitter
swarm, or in engagement in a flash mob. Such actions might represent a
one-time and spontaneous expression of voice – individualized acts that
take place apart from the organized context of the nongovernmental sec-
tor. I agree with the authors that web 2.0 technology has indeed taken
organization out of organizing, but I contend that effects of these new
modes are uncharted in two respects. First, spontaneous organizing might
lower the bar for engagement, but will it also foster the individual commit-
ment that it takes to sustain public advocacy over longer periods around
complex issues that remain unresolved? It is certainly too early to make
predictions, but I suggest that it will take the organized contexts of NGOs
to bring spontaneous organizing together with viable long-term commit-
ments to a cause. Two, what remains unresolved on the technology path
from organization to organizing is how constituent voice will be trans-
mitted to and sustained in the institutional realm of politics. If specific
goals are to remain at the center of mobilization efforts to change politics
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or policies, a campaign might need to be frequently retooled or retuned
to adapt its messages and strategies to changing political environments.
Retooling and retuning of campaigns to keep up pressure on institutional
actors over longer periods of time will almost certainly require NGO
expertise. In sum, although the Internet has the promise of decoupling
organization from conventional organizing and public membership man-
agement, it is too early to know whether that promise actually helps or
hinders stronger public NGO advocacy. NGOs could be sidelined by new
online intermediaries that connect citizens directly to causes. Or NGOs
might increasingly seize these technological repertoires to enlarge their
public profile and engage in organizing efforts based on web 2.0 technol-
ogy. The competition with online intermediaries might actually turn into
a win-win arrangement that would allow NGOs to expand their public
accountability, foster issue alliances among NGOs for specific campaigns,
and allow citizens to support NGO causes in globally visible campaigns,
while stabilizing the web-based campaigns of intermediaries like Avaaz
with the expertise and longer term perspectives of NGOs.

transnationalization

The second development that will affect NGOs’ public engagement prac-
tices is that the issues they tackle increasingly resonate transnationally
and thus need transnational organizing (i.e., Vedder 2007; Wessler et al.
2008; Steffek and Hahn 2010). Civil society theories of the pre-1989 era
insisted on a national demos as an essential prerequisite for mobilizing
citizens for public advocacy. By contrast, 21st-century publics will be con-
siderably less bound by nation states. As issues travel and coalesce across
borders, NGOs need to adapt to new politics of scale in their organiza-
tion and engagement strategies.6 Some new transnational networks are
temporary and highly differentiated, organized around a specific purpose
or event by loose alliances or “advocacy coalitions” (Keck and Sikkink
1998). In such networks, NGOs might operate alongside state agencies,
movements actors, and academics, and stay mostly independent in their
choice of strategies for public outreach. Other contexts in which NGOs
engage transnationally are provided by international organizations such
as the UN, the EU, or the ILO, where parameters of formal incorporation

6 This is not just an issue for large NGOs that engage with global industries or global
problems such as climate change. Transnationalization is just as relevant for the local
Slovenian women’s NGO joining with an Austrian NGO in responding to an EU-wide
call for action for equal pay.



216 NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere

of NGOs are more clearly set and the effect on NGOs engaging publics
tends to be negative.

Whereas it is obvious that transnationalization alters the public advo-
cacy and outreach practices of NGOs, its long-term reverberations are
much less clear. Will it overall increase spaces in which publics can form?
Or will it actually accelerate the professionalization, bureaucratization,
and institutionalization of NGOs while further undermining their pub-
lic accountability? On the upside, transnationally operating NGOs and
their networks might have more capacity to pool resources, launch large-
scale campaigns, and thus generate public attention. Having to navigate
different communication styles and to bridge cultural cleavages, NGOs
might increase their awareness of discursive hierarchies (Doerr 2008)7

and of the need to adapt outreach strategies to multiple and dispersed
constituencies. On the downside, establishing public accountability seems
more daunting on the transnational level than in smaller contexts. Even
a minimum of organizational transparency might be more difficult to
achieve for an NGO operating on the transnational level than in smaller
arenas. First, most of the time NGOs in transnational governance arenas
do not get what they want to the fullest extent that they want it. Being
perceived as compromising on core goals might not strike NGO leaders as
a good idea and thus might limit transparency, as well as debate with and
engagement of constituencies. Second, semi-institutionalized venues of
international organizations have become comfort zones for many large
NGOs, which are by now well integrated into the circuits of institu-
tional politics. Kerstin Martens, in her study on Amnesty International
within the UN system, observes that “the UN has gradually integrated
NGOs into many of its processes and procedures. Today, NGOs reg-
ularly collaborate with the UN in agenda-setting activities and advise
its commissions and committees. Moreover, they also assist UN institu-
tions during drafting processes and provide them with information on
issues of their concern. NGOs even work in co-operation with opera-
tional UN agencies and implement projects together” (Martens 2006:
371). She calls this the “institutionalization” of NGOs within the UN
system. Granting consultative status in a specific area of expertise to
an NGO gives the UN access to that NGO’s expertise. Martens traces
Amnesty International’s path at the UN “from campaigning for human
rights standards to drafting them” and from being outsiders employing

7 Nicole Doerr, in her exploration of the European Social Forum as a “Europeanist Move-
ment Institution,” shows the development of a form of open public debate in which
activist translators enhance the voice of marginalized groups (Doerr 2008).
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occasional contestation to being insiders with professional staff (Martens
2006: 379). NGOs in transnational governance arenas thus might be just
as susceptible to the lures of institutional advocacy and to validation by
established political actors as NGOs in national or local governance con-
texts. Institutional advocacy does not always have to come at the expense
of public accountability, but it does make outreach to constituencies and
generating publics for NGO agendas more susceptible to institutional
sanctions.

Recall the opening quote in Chapter 1 from Kofi Annan hailing the
NGO sector as the central democratizing force of the 21st century. In the
absence of transnational demoi, organized NGOs have been anointed as
proxies; they legitimize international organizations by serving as stand-ins
for civil society. However, if they are to be “transmission belts” (Steffek
and Nanz 2008: 8) between international organizations and citizens, then
the question is whether this belt has a reverse function or operates only
in one direction. Steffek and colleagues elaborate that NGOs operating
as a transmission belt might be able to “bypass the bottleneck of interest
aggregation and representation through the hierarchical structures of the
state” and place their demands squarely into the centers of global gover-
nance (Steffek et al. 2010: 101). To what degree they will maintain ties
with their constituents in the process is much less clear.

One dynamic that we observe to be in play is transnational configurations
of power that might produce new levels of resistance against conflating
institutional advocacy with civil society participation. These power con-
figurations are particularly palpable in the different approaches of south-
ern and northern NGOs to advocacy. Southern NGOs have for some time
adopted NGOized strategies and advocacy repertoires from the North,
yet often with a bad fit (Hudock 1999). Even in transnational campaigns,
northern NGOs tend to keep the upper hand when it comes to goal def-
inition, strategies, and tools to achieve certain goals (i.e., Hertel 2006).
As a consequence, some southern NGOs start to reject northern frames
and strategies and replace them with their own stronger public-oriented
mobilizations. This trend has led globalization scholars such as Sonia
Alvarez to explore whether in fact a movement “beyond NGOization”
is in the making, drawing from the experience that NGOized civil soci-
eties “revealed limits for actually implementing hard-won policy gains,
which requires public pressure, secured through changes in public opin-
ion, not just through policy monitoring” (Alvarez 2009: 178). Alvarez
sees the source of NGOs’ movement toward more public engagement and
movement building in the frustrations with having been a dutiful insider
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citizen on the stages of international organizations. Many NGOs started
to realize that the path to substantive social change was blocked by the
dominant neoliberal agenda of international organizations and northern
donors, including their responsibility for a “dramatic rolling back of the
State . . . and the concomitant erosion of citizenship and social policies”
during the 1990s. According to Alvarez, there is movement by NGOs,
in Latin America in particular, to abandon “project centered logics” in
favor of “process-oriented logics” (179).

Although I share Alvarez’s insistence on identifying alternative modes
and spaces for NGO advocacy, I maintain that the forces that have
NGOized civil societies, and in the process dampened public accountabil-
ity of NGOs, remain strong. From an institutional perspective, if indeed
we see a global move to ameliorate the negative fallout from NGOization
in decades to come, it will have to be accompanied by structural adjust-
ments in the way state and nonstate actors relate. Governments, which
are experiencing growing voter apathy and thus a legitimacy crisis insti-
tutionally, might grow increasingly wary of the thin democratic inclusion
premise on which today’s culture of citizenship practices is based. If gov-
ernments and international organizations attribute higher value to thicker
notions of citizenship, they will seek out the nongovernmental sector to
provide more substance to the bridging function between institutional
politics and civil society. NGOs thus would gain incentives to become
stronger transmission belts between citizens and organized politics and
to rely on public accountability for legitimacy.

the path ahead: governments, donors, and public
accountability of ngos

The current predicament of the nongovernmental sector evokes the “glass
half- full” or “glass half-empty” expression. NGOs are neither the Davids
of our times, nor have they and will they become the democratic Goliaths
of the future. NGOs tend to act in and respond to an environment that
steers political action into institutionally channeled forms, while, in the
process, limiting public discussion and alternative action repertoires. A
case in point is the pervasive demobilization around poverty issues in
the United States, which has been recently challenged by the Occupy
movement. Anna Marie Smith, in her analysis of U.S. welfare reform, has
documented for example how women’s NGOs are complicit in state with-
drawal from redistributive policies and have become willing collabora-
tors in the moral policing of the so-called welfare queens (Smith 2007: 4).
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Paul Amar extends this line of thinking by arguing that “the partici-
pation of women’s NGOs in this project is essential for the ideological
construction of this process as a vehicle for the delivery of therapeutic
interventions, when they would otherwise be read as deploying punitive
and disempowering mechanisms” (Amar 2011: 311; also quoted in Smith
2007: 4). Yet, complicity in projects that disempower constituents is not
an inevitable effect of NGOization. This book has explored alternative
governance processes that enable NGOs to become catalysts of publics.
We have seen governments awarding funds supporting the self-organizing
of city neighborhoods, thereby building capacity for advocacy by foster-
ing stronger connections between NGOs and citizens. Neither Seattle nor
Bremen represents a democratic utopia, and – as with the case of Seattle –
progress is easily stalled when policy priorities shift before these enabling
processes settle deeper in a city’s civic DNA. Yet overall, governance-
supported NGO outreach has generated more vibrant NGO-mediated
publics in Seattle and Bremen than in comparable cities. Governance cre-
ated the foundation for NGOs to increase their public accountability and,
in the process, helped citizens generate public voice within a networked
urban public sphere.

As traditional means by which governments generate political legiti-
macy erode, the NGO sector might actually see its power in civil society
increase. Therefore, we might not enter an era of post–NGOization, but
rather an era of altered NGOization, in which governments enable NGOs
to tune more into and better aggregate their publics, thereby strengthening
their own legitimacy.

Foundations and private donors, although not part of this investiga-
tion, are of course also implicated in enhancing NGO public account-
ability. In the United States, where public and private philanthropy pro-
vide a larger proportion of nonprofit funding than in Europe,8 initiatives
to establish stronger public accountability of NGOs require endorse-
ment and promotion by foundations and private donors. Yet in the past
they have been just as unlikely as governments to embrace the idea of
stronger public accountability for two reasons. First, most of the capital
of foundations and private donors is conceived of as an investment that

8 We tend to, however, overestimate the role of the foundation sector. Hammack and
Anheier state that in 2005, foundations provided about 1 percent of the income of charita-
ble nonprofits in the United States; other private donors provided 12 percent. By contrast,
government made grants equal to 9 percent of nonprofit income and contributed sub-
stantially more via non-grant-related service contracting (Hammack and Anheier 2010:
7, fn 8).
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is supposed to show tangible results. Foundations, in particular, are at
the forefront of the drive to strengthen NGO accountabilities via perfor-
mance criteria that tend to be either management focused or tied into
the “stakeholder” language, thereby reinforcing the “marketization of
the nonprofit sector” (Eikenberry and Kluver 2004: 132). Second, foun-
dations and private donors tend to be reluctant to sponsor grassroots
mobilization, for political as well as management reasons. They want to
avoid liberal bias, mission drift, and loss of control over donor-sponsored
agendas. Debra Minkoff and Jon Agnone show, for example, that in the
area of women’s rights, foundations prefer Washingon-based “profes-
sional advocates” and that those organizations that locate themselves
and their efforts nationally, employ a paid staff, and limit their involve-
ment in more disruptive forms of social protest reap substantial financial
benefits” (Minkoff and Agnone 2010: 366). Only a few smaller and more
progressive foundations in the United States have embraced the idea of
“constituency-controlled funding” by handing over the power to make
funding decisions to groups of constituents (Ostrander 2005: 44). Yet,
by and large, foundation research struggles to identify the motives for
resource-rich foundations, in particular, to sponsor public advocacy of
NGOs and stronger commitment to citizen voice (Ostrander 2005: 35).
Overall, foundations “favor professional advocacy over grassroots orga-
nizing” (36) and thus exacerbate the pull toward institutional advocacy
at the expense of public outreach.

As argued earlier, public accountability of NGOs encompasses the
four modes of transparency, debate, engagement, and activation. To
strengthen their public accountability, NGOs would be asked and enabled
to provide more transparency in terms of their operation and finances, as
well as their mission and goals. Governance conditions would reflect a
commitment to initiating debates that are open, inclusive, and allow for
interactivity between organizations and constituencies. Funders would
need to encourage NGOs to promote active engagement of constituents
and interested citizens in NGO projects. Finally, the shared goal of gov-
ernment, other funders, and NGOs would be a greater activation of citizen
voice, thus enabling NGOs to serve as catalysts for stronger publics.

This is a challenging agenda. But the path ahead is marked with four
obvious guideposts that provide direction: (1) Let NGOs talk politics.
Governments would need to make sure that legal stipulations do not
unduly stifle the sector’s contributions to politics by producing cultures
of intimidation around political voice. Politics is at the core of negotiating
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public interests, and organized citizen voice should not be contingent on
having the financial means to hire lobbying organizations and lawyers. As
outlined in Chapter 4, recent UK attempts to reform charity regulations
might be a template for other countries as well. (2) Make all contributions
to organizations with charity status public. Allowing NGOs to engage in
political advocacy without mandating that the sources of contributions be
public is detrimental to democracy. The current controversy in the United
States about 501(c)(4) status charities emphasizes this need for financial
transparency. As part of their operation, many Super-PACs9 have cre-
ated 501(c)(4)s that are not only tax-exempt but also do not have to
disclose donors and can spend unlimited amounts on political advocacy.
These donations might not dry up with different disclosure rules and thus
transparency might not alter the inherent inequality in access to politi-
cal advocacy, but at the very least an informed public would be better
able to assess the interests behind specific charity operations. (3) Require
NGOs to reach out to constituencies. Government programs and services
that are administered by NGOs could have specific language attached that
demand outreach beyond the occasional symbolic act. If governments and
other funders want it, NGOs will have incentives to increase their public
accountability. In the past, most governments have found advantages in
having NGOs be their proxy publics, but public legitimacy challenges to
both political institutions and NGOs may change this equation. (4) Let
NGOs talk failure. Governments as well as private donors would need to
find ways to not punish failure. Failure of programs and projects often is
the result of a mismatch between program intention and constituency real-
ities. If NGOs can admit to failures, they can put publics into the equation.
If they are not allowed to admit failure, their constituencies are relegated
to a residual factor, because the voice of authentic witnesses of specific
program impact will be dampened for strategic reasons. Thus, allowing
public debate about failed civil society projects would encourage NGO
outreach and in the process give validation to the voice of constituencies.
(5) Empower NGOs to organize publics independently. Governments can
strengthen civil society autonomy. Oversight and accountability notwith-
standing, establishing procedures by which communities are invited to

9 Super-PACs are a new form of political action committee that are legally allowed to
operate in the U.S. since 2010. They can raise unlimited amounts of donations from
corporations, associations, and individuals that can be used to directly advocate for or
against political candidates for office. Whereas Super-PACs have to disclose sources of
donations at least every three months, they can avoid disclosure if they incorporate part
of their operation as a 501(c)(4) nonprofit.
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debate and have a say in the uses of resources and making these debates
more than just occasional or merely symbolic listening exercises would
raise the civic stakes in which NGOs operate. It would also discourage
NGOs from trying to manage their publics instead of cultivating them,
from targeting constituencies instead of actively engaging them. In sum,
governance that would more boldly empower civil society would go a
long way in helping NGOs evolve from proxy publics into organizational
catalysts for public voice.

Yet there are clear obstacles to governments’ enabling of NGOs: We
have examined the tendency to individualize civic engagement, calling on
individual citizens to perform social service through volunteer agencies
or to participate on occasion in deliberative meeting contexts. There is
also the more principled question of what interests specific state actors
should have in strengthening collective civic voice. Political parties, in gen-
eral, would rather have citizens join their organizations than have them
express preferences through NGO advocacy. And in political systems
where parties are essentially beholden to big donors, shielding charities
from financial disclosure is in the parties’ interest. Governments might
hold on to the legitimacy chain, however porous, that elections provide.
And NGOs and governments jointly might find compelling reasons to
strengthen ties through institutional channels at the expense of enabling
publics. Yet to the degree that political decision makers and NGOs are
caught in this apparent win-win configuration, democracy might lose out.

These concerns will be debated and challenged in the coming years.
Governments need lifelines into civil society that transcend the four-year
election cycle, and NGOs are best positioned to be these lifelines. NGOs,
in turn, need government encouragement to become what they are well
positioned to be: catalysts for public advocacy and incubators of a more
vibrant public sphere.



Appendix 1: Interviews for Chapter 5

A total of 60 semi-structured interviews were conducted between 2000
and 2007. In each of the six cities, I asked stakeholders in urban devel-
opment from NGOs, government, and the media what they saw as the
most important local conflicts in urban development at the time. Issues
that they mentioned most often were selected to serve as empirical cases.
I chose the interviewees through a snowball sampling procedure. Inter-
views were conducted in person during site visits; they were generally
accompanied by participant observation of meetings and events. Inter-
views were recorded and transcribed, unless interviewees asked not to be
recorded. The interviewees were granted anonymity.

oakland

OAK-1-JB: Policy advocacy NGO
OAK-2-LL: Ethnic advocacy NGO
OAK-3-DG: Urban development NGO
OAK-4-HS: Ethnic advocacy NGO
OAK-5-GM: Urban development activist
OAK-6-GN/KK: Urban development activists
OAK-7-US: Policy advocacy NGO
OAK-8-WW: Urban development activist
OAK-9-GM: Mayor’s office
OAK-10-NA: Local journalist

san diego

SD-1-CB: Community development corporation
SD-2-RS: Local journalist
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SD-3-KK: Urban development activist
SD-4-RS: City Redevelopment Agency
SD-5-CM: Community activist
SD-6-SM: Community activist
SD-7-ND: Urban development NGO
SD-8-JS: Community development corporation
SD-9-DC: Union urban development specialist
SD-10-BO: Local newspaper editor
SD-11-AF: Urban development activist

seattle

SEA-1-BV: City Department of Neighborhoods
SEA-2-JF: Urban development coalition
SEA-3-DK: City Department of Technology
SEA-4-CM: City Council Member, chief of staff
SEA-5-TD: Urban development NGO
SEA-6-LL: Urban development NGO
SEA-7-CW: Urban development NGO
SEA-8-BC: Department of Neighborhoods
SEA-9-MM: Mayor’s Office, urban development strategist
SEA-10-MU: Journalist

berlin

BER-1-RR: Urban development NGO
BER-2-MR: Urban development NGO
BER-3-MT: Urban development NGO
BER-4-TT: Urban development corporation
BER-5-SP: Civic engagement NGO
BER-6-SK: Senate Office for Urban Integration
BER-7-FW: Citizen foundation
BER-8-KH: Senate Agency for Urban Development

bremen

BRE-1-BF: Urban development NGO
BRE-2-FH: City Department of Civic Engagement
BRE-3-JB: Urban development NGO
BRE-4-HG: Urban development NGO
BRE-5-TJ: Senate Office for Urban Development Programs



Appendix 1: Interviews for Chapter 5 225

BRE-6-KW: Urban development NGO
BRE-7-TK: Urban development professor
BRE-8-FH: City Department of Civic Engagement
BRE-9-MP: Policy advocacy NGO
BRE-10-BH: Citizen foundation
BRE-11-JH: Urban development NGO
BRE-12-OF: City Department for Technology

leipzig

LEI-1-RK: Department of Citizen Engagement
LEI-2-IH: Urban development NGO
LEI-3-RK: Department of Citizen Engagement
LEI-4-AK: Urban development NGO
LEI-5-IH: Citizen advocacy NGO
LEI-6-FB: City Department of Technology
LEI-7-PF: Neighborhood NGO
LEI-8-RK: Department of Citizen Engagement
LEI-9-RK: Urban development NGO
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The interviews for Chapter 6 were conducted between 2005 and 2008 in
Berlin, Brussels, London, Vienna, and Warsaw. I established contact with
the headquarters and member organization offices of the networks via
e-mail and followed up with phone calls. Interviews were semi-structured
and between 45 minutes and 120 minutes in length; three were conducted
by phone.

EWL (2005). Interview with spokeswoman from Executive Committee,
(phone). 2/14/05.

EWL (2007a). Interview with former member of Executive Committee.
Berlin. 7/16/07.

EWL (2007b). Interview with Head of Member Association. London.
7/24/07.

EWL (2007c). Interview with Project Manager. Brussels. 10/12/07.
KARAT (2005). Interview with Executive Director, (phone). 2/10/05.
KARAT (2008). Interview with Executive Director. Warsaw. 7/28/08.
KARAT (2008a). Interview with Director of Network Member Orga-

nization. Warsaw. 7/28/08.
WAVE (2005). Interview with spokeswoman from Executive Office.

Vienna. 2/10/05.
WECF (2005). Interview with member of Steering Committee, (phone).

2/10/05.
WECF (2007). Interview with Director of Member Organizations. Lon-

don. 7/24/07.
WIDE (2007a). Interview with network member. London. 7/24/07.
WIDE (2007b). Interview with spokeswoman from Executive office.

Brussels. 10/12/07.

226



Appendix 3: Website Analysis for Chapter 6

The website analysis for Chapter 6 used a modified and adapted version
of the coding matrix established by Bennett, Foot, and Xenos (2011).

The coders assessed informational and activating content of the web
pages as well as the targets of web-based mobilization. They assigned
random reliability coding, and where coding differed, the coders worked
in pairs to discuss and decide the coding for those cases. The coded
levels refer to (1) the initial website of the main URL, (2) all sites that are
clickable from the initial URL, and (3) all sites that are clickable from this
second set of sites. We assumed that the importance of an issue is reflected
by its posting on these first three levels of a site as opposed to deeper within
the websphere of a TAN. Coding took place during November 2005
and October 2006. It should be noted that the results reflect snapshots
during these two months and therefore cannot be generalized. Interview
data (see Appendix 2) were used to validate the results of the website
analysis.
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Appendix 4: Issue Crawler Maps for Chapter 6

The web crawls for Chapter 6 were compiled with a tool provided by
sociologist Richard Rogers from the University of Amsterdam. The Issue
Crawler constructs networks of URLs by identifying and documenting
linkages from, to, and between different starting points. We assumed
that linking is intentional, and therefore linkage among TAN members or
between TANs is indicative of shared concerns and agendas. In-links that
a TAN receives indicate recognition from other TANs or TAN members
(see also Bennett, Lang, and Segerberg 2013). I sampled the starting points
as an original list of between two and five URLs. The resulting maps
visualize the amount of co-linking that Issue Crawler detects in a network.
The Issue Crawler “mines” the websites according to instructions that are
documented in the legends to the respective maps. Iterations were chosen
to be two or three levels out, and the crawls to be two or three levels in
depth. Figure 6.2 illustrates the co-linking process. The size of the nodes
indicates player strength in the network, based on the number of in- and
out-links received by and sent to others in the network. Details for usage
are provided at http://www.govcom.org/Issuecrawler instructions.htm.
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