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NGO ADVOCACY: WHY THE SHIFT, AND HOW 

IT AFFECTS NGO PROGRAMMING 

INTRODUCTION 

Ideally, NGO advocacy give the poor and disadvantaged groups the tools to 
influence public policies and their implementation practices, to challenge the 
status quo by addressing social injustice issues and structural causes of inequal-
ity, to defend human rights and to promote democracy (ibid; Coates and David, 
2002:530, Jordan and Tuijl, 2000). Therefore, being part of an NGO advocacy 
campaign will enhance the self-respect of these generally unheard and marginal-
ized groups, and empower them in claiming their space in the political arena. 
These are all very idealistic and normative views that will look very good on the 
marketing materials of NGOs. However, an advocacy program is much harder 
to implement successfully, and it is not easy to measure impacts to report to 
donors as compared to the traditional humanitarian and service provisions pro-
jects. Thus, in engaging in advocacy, the NGOs’ risks of failure are higher, so 
future funding might not be guaranteed.  

Nevertheless, although the bigger slice of aid spending is still on addressing 
the symptoms of poverty, more resources have been put aside for advocacy 

                                                      
1 Picture downloaded from http://www.dmhas.state.ct.us/images/j01977531.gif, accessed on 20/06/06 
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programs conducted by NGOs in the North and the South (Biekart, 1999:14). 
There are numerous reasons put forward concerning the shift of NGO work 
from service provision to advocacy. Some argue that this is a survival tactic of 
Northern NGOs or a tool for international recognition.  Others see NGO ad-
vocacy as the results of the dawning realization that the traditional NGO pro-
gramming done these last fifty years failed in delivering significant change in the 
lives of the underprivileged people they served. Hence, their involvement in 
advocacy is a strategic decision to achieve long-term structural change that 
benefits the people. Advocacy is often seen as a project that fits in the larger 
democratization process and good governance framework, so funding is widely 
available from the liberal democracies of the North. Would this motivate the 
NGOs in getting involved in the messy world of politics instead of continuing 
with the old-fashioned programming that are more tangible and measurable? 
 This essay will look at how various academics have distinguished the reasons 
behind the shift of Northern NGOs engagement in advocacy work. Further-
more, deciding and announcing to become more politically active is one thing, 
but translating it into programming strategies that need staff capacity building 
or new staff with different sets of skills, political commitments to partners and 
also has budget implications. The dilemma between the immediate needs and 
long-term strategic change will be discussed and its reflection to the changes 
made in the NGOs programming and budgeting will be illustrated using the 
case of Catholic Relief Services. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THE MULTIPLE ORIGINS OF NGO ADVOCACY  

Many academics have illustrated and analyzed the more political role that Non-
governmental Organizations (NGOs) take in fighting the root causes of injus-
tice and bringing significant change through their advocacy works. Advocacy in 
this essay is defined as a process where individuals and organizations try to in-
fluence public policies – and their practices – through the strategic use of in-
formation to democratize unequal power relations (Edwards and Hulme, 1996 
as cited in Jordan and Tuijl, 2000:2052). While Anna Vakil’s definition of an 
NGO – ‘self-governing, private, not-for-profit organizations that are geared 
toward improving the quality of life of disadvantaged people’ – is used as it 

highlights the NGO’s normative quality and its inherent advocacy potentials2, 
Jordan and van Tuijl claim that there are discrepancies between how govern-
ments, the World Bank and other United Nations (UN) agencies see NGOs’ 
role as service providers, while NGOs see themselves in ‘ a more politicized 
role’ in advocating social changes (2000: 2051).  
 James Petras believes that NGO advocacy is not really addressing the deep-
est roots of injustice, but merely bringing the struggle to the local or national 
level, instead of tackling the bigger structural problem caused by the Interna-

                                                      
2 Vakil, 1997:2060, as cited in Jordan and Tuijl, 2000:2052 in ‘Political Responsibility in Transnational NGO advocacy’, 
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tional Financial Institutes (IFIs). While structural adjustment programs created 
havoc by reducing governments’ ability to serve the people, at the same time, 
the IFIs provided support for NGOs to ease the pain they created. This created 
the perception that the government is evil while NGO is the saviour (1997:1). 
Petras believes that NGOs have been ‘depoliticized’; they seldom take part in 
the struggle of the communities in preventing the government to cut down 
their welfare systems. Moreover, they even drafted in those local leaders into 
their self-help projects that reduce the importance of government (Petras, 
1997).  
 Yet, it cannot be denied that various campaigns conducted by NGOs net-
works have achieved recognized successes in influencing public policies in the 
north and the south. Ian Anderson listed accomplishments ranging from a baby 
milk marketing code, to emergency food reserve for famine relief, rain forest 
protection, debt relief for Highly Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC), raising the 
profile of global warming, sustainable development, and so on and so forth 
(2000:445, John Clark, 1992:197 as cited in Edwards, 1993:166).  Furthermore, 
NGOs have become more important players in international politics, as shown 
by invitations to be part of major UN conferences; 1500 NGO representatives 
were present in the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and the Seattle World Trade 
Organization meeting had NGOs both inside as invited participants, and at the 
same time outside, where other NGOs were protesting and claiming their own 
political space (ibid, 446). This shows that the shift has been made. 
 How can this shift of focus inNGO’s roles be explained? Coates and David 
claim that the most important reason for this change is that the NGOs realize 
that even the most sophisticated aid strategies will not help the poor and mar-
ginalized people, as they only treat the symptoms and not the root cause, 
namely: ‘social exclusion’ (2002:530). Some claim that globalization, with its 
modern information and communication technologies, has been the major 
drive of the growth of transnational advocacy networks, but Kathryn Sikkink  
argues that although they might be crucial in sustaining accelerating factors for 
the networks, they are not ‘the engine’ (2000). ‘New ideas, ideologies and 
norms and the struggle to get them into policy agenda, and trust between the 
actors involved is the engine of this transnational advocacy networks. 
 Furthermore, decades of capacity building in southern NGOs have borne 
fruits with their increase in size, capacity and skills that make their mentors – 
the northern counterparts – no longer needed in the implementation of pro-
jects. Thus, the northern NGOs require a new purpose for their existence, 
namely as an advocate for the poor and marginalized in the international forum, 
together with their southern counterparts (Coates and David, 2002:530). ‘The 
increasing recognition that the southern NGOs are more suitable in carrying 
out projects on the ground goes hand-in-hand with the growth of northern 
NGOs engagement in advocacy works’ (ibid; Chapman and Fisher, 2000:151). 
In addition, human rights can no longer be separated from development, and 
there is pressure from the South for the northern NGOs to do more advocacy 
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campaign and policy work. In addition; successful advocacy campaigns will im-
prove public profile for the NGOs, southern and northern, who are involved in 
it (Chapman and Fisher 2000:151). Thus, more support from the public, recog-
nition from the donors and respects from governments. 
 How then is the motivation to do advocacy translated into programming 
and budgeting by NGOs? Michael Edwards use the metaphor of NGOs as 
doormats: they can be relied on heavily, but cannot possibly change the boots 
(1993). Thus, NGOs should play it safe and not make too much noise, or find 
alternative source of funding. Furthermore, advocacy sometimes remains mere 
rhetoric within the organizations; no clear strategies put in place to do advocacy 
either in the head office or the field offices; no strong alliances and coalitions 
with other actors, and failure to provide alternative solutions for the ‘orthodox-
ies’ (ibid). Instead of having advocacy as a crosscutting strategy, NGOs often 
put it as a separate unit detached from the other programs. Thus, those pro-
gram staff and partners in the field do not really have any say about public poli-
cies in their area of work which impede it; hence the disconnect with the con-
stituencies and the lack of capacity building for the local communities, field 
staff and southern NGOs in advocacy campaigning (ibid). In addition, advo-
cacy stays quite low in the budget priority of NGOs: 
 

Advocacy may be seen as important, but it is not urgent. Consequently, it 
is easily squeezed out by the day-to-day dilemmas and crises arising from 
the project activities, from donor pressures and from media enquiries. 
(Clark 1991:147 as cited in Anderson, 2000: 448).  
 

Anderson’s study shows that apart from advocacy-oriented organization like 
Greenpeace, NGOs spend only an average of 4% in their advocacy programs.  
 
CATHOLIC RELIEF SERVICES: ADVOCACY FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE AND SOLIDARITY

3
 

 
Founded in 1943 by the Catholic Bishop Conference of the United States, 
Catholic Relief Services (CRS) played an important role during and post world 
war periods in the U.S. As it is based in the U.S. and currently works in 99 
countries around the world, CRS is one of the major northern NGOs. Aiding 
the poorest of the poor by providing humanitarian assistance, while building 
local capacities for self-help through economic activities, food and cash crop 
production, health and education services are what CRS does best. CRS has 
done significant work at times of disaster, man-made or natural, with their 
quick deliveries of humanitarian assistance even to places where other agencies 
do not dare to go. Even though fitting perfectly definition of an ideal NGO – 
serving marginalized groups, this aid and services can only be seen as putting a 

                                                      
3 Most data used in this section is taken from the Catholic Relief Services website http://www.crs.org/, and author’s own 
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band-aid on a gaping wound, providing a temporary relief but not solving the 
root causes of the problem.  

The genocide in Rwanda in 1994 was a major turning point for CRS in re-
flecting on their existence and their work. Having been present in Rwanda since 
1963, the CRS was shocked by the genocide. The Board Members and the Ex-
ecutive Management Team in CRS headquarters undertook some serious ‘soul-
searching’ in trying to understand how their 40 years in Rwanda failed to ad-
dress the root causes of injustice, something that could have prevented the loss 

of the lives of 800,000 people4. This led to a shift in CRS involvement in advo-
cacy work by introducing a ‘justice lens’ to try to understand the roots of the 
social, economic, cultural, and political problems they addressing through their 
programs. Now, the challenge is how they can integrate advocacy into their 
programming and improve their effectiveness and impact to address the struc-
tural causes of poverty and related injustice. 

CRS tried hard to put their new vision of justice on the ground by first 
forming a task group to see how it could be implemented in the field. In the 
CRS World summit in 1999, a new vision and strategy was formulated with ad-
vocacy as an important component. Advocacy guidelines and criteria were ap-
proved in 2002, and their distribution to all the country programs took a couple 
of months. However, their implementation did not automatically follow. In 
2004, CRS started to work together with Just Associates to develop an advo-
cacy manual and to train CRS headquarter and field staff how to use it. After 
this initial training of trainers, there was a ripple effect of trainings instigated 
from the regional and country program levels for CRS international and local 
staff, as well as the partners – NGOs staff and CBOs members. 

Are the changes in vision and strategies, and the capacity building efforts, 
reflected in CRS programming? Under the ‘Advocacy’ subheading in CRS web-
site, it is pointed out that U.S. and international policies might be the root 
causes of the problems in the world today:   

 
The root causes of world poverty are often connected to international 
and U.S. policies that perpetuate inequity and injustice. Policies and prac-
tices related to such issues as migration, food aid, international assis-
tance, trade, and extractive industries all make an enormous impact on 
the lives of poor people around the globe. 
 
Recent CRS achievements in various international campaigns, including 

their involvement in negotiating better compensation for local communities in 
relation to the Chad and Cameron pipeline, the success of access to school for 
disabled children in Vietnam (now implemented nationwide), the chocolate fair 
trade campaign and their success in changing public policy in the Clean Dia-
mond Act in 2003 restricting the sale of conflict diamonds. Moreover, peace 

                                                      
4 Advocacy Training Module: Making Justice and Solidarity Real, CRS, 2004: 16 
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building and justice have been put forward as cross-cutting themes in all the 
programming areas of CRS whether micro finance, agriculture, food aid, educa-
tion, welfare, or health. All CRS program areas are expected to advocate for 
justice when the NGOs, CBOs and communities that they are working with 
run into structural problems. 

How does this translate into their budgeting? Comparing CRS annual re-

ports5 from 2002 until 2005, the funding for advocacy, which is under the 
‘Peace and Justice’ budget line item decreased from 7.15% in 2002, to 4% in 
2003 and dropped under 4% in both 2004 and 2005. At the same time, their 
emergency budget stay between 25% and 52%, representing the largest propor-
tion of their total budgets. Sources of funding may limit the criticism and hu-
man rights action that NGOs can do (Petras, 1997:1, Edwards: 1993:173-174). 
But only around a quarter CRS income in the period of 2002-2005 came from 
official US government grants, and the largest proportion of income, 54% in 
2003 and 51% in 2004, is in the form of ‘donated agricultural and other com-
modities, and ocean freights’. CRS is quite fortunate to have a relatively large 
private income from independent donors, foundations and corporations, which 
gives them the potential to exert pressure on even their own government.  

ANALYSIS  

If CRS, like other aid agencies came to realize that traditional aid will not ad-
dress the root cause of injustice, why they are not spending the largest portion 
of their budget to advocate social change? There are explanations for this. First, 
advocacy campaigns do not necessarily need as large a sum of money as hu-
manitarian aid in tsunami-stricken-areas or war-torn-territories might. Perhaps 
fuel for the car to go to the senate to lobby them, or getting some staff inter-
viewed in the national television in the U.S., or technical assistance for the 
southern partners in formulating their campaign strategies. Secondly, fundrais-
ing events usually rely heavily on convincing benefactors that their donations 
will go directly to ease suffering. Therefore, there is ‘donor intent’ for almost 
every penny donated that makes it unethical to shift the funding to other pur-
poses.   

Thirdly, on Petras’ proposal that NGOs should engage in global advocacy 
campaigns instead of remedying the symptoms of this systemic marginalization 
through their aid in the local level (1997), the argument from Prof. Rema 

Hamami6 is that if all NGOs stop attending the immediate needs of the people 
and instead focus on challenging the government to do their job well, this will 
just turn people against NGOs. Worse, they will seek alternative aid, even from 

                                                      
5 CRS Annual Report 2004 and 2005 can be accessed in CRS Website, and the writer have the hard copies of the 2002 and 

2003 ones. 

6 From her presentation about NGO in a complex emergencies of conflict and post-conflict situation for 4319 class in 

Institute of Social Studies, 19/05/06 
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violent groups. Thus, CRS seeks a middle gound: advocacy in the U.S. and at 
the international level, and by their partners at local or national level, is a strate-
gic move to address the root cause of injustice, complementing their work on 
the ground in providing direct relief to people.  

Nevertheless, CRS might send mixed messages with their programming and 
advocacy campaigning at times. For example, while CRS initiated a fair trade 
campaign, they continue delivering excess US agricultural production as food 
aid and seed distribution for agricultural rehabilitation programs in developing 
countries. Furthermore, CRS commitment is not to work directly with the local 
communities, but only through the partners – that are usually established 
southern NGOs and Catholic institutions – might have its own advantages and 
disadvantages. It is only ethical for CRS as an international NGO not to get 
directly involved in the local politics, so they will only help pressure back home 
(on the U.S. government) or in the international community when requested by 
the partners. However, not all issues can be linked to international campaigns 
regardless of Petras’ (1997) conviction that all problems in developing countries 
can be traced back to the rise of neo-liberalism. In addition, the voices of these 
partners might not necessarily reflect what the people want. Finally, not having 
a specific advocacy program and trusting that issues will be identified naturally 
though their other programs might not be the most effective advocacy strategy. 
The day-to-day operation might (as Clark pointed out) take the attention away 
from advocacy.  

CONCLUSION  

There are many NGOs that have attempted to have advocacy as integral part of 
their operation and programming by getting more politically involved, building 
alliances with their southern NGO counterparts and Community-based Or-
ganizations (CBOs) to bring structural change to the betterment for the poor 
and marginalized. While Petras (1997) provides a good illustration of how 
NGOs get co-opted into the neo-liberal agenda, NGO advocacy can be moti-
vated from a genuine intention to create a more just and fair world. However, 
the actual implementation of the northern NGOs’ intention to engage in advo-
cacy is not always easy, as it requires a structural change within the NGO itself 
in terms of how they listen to the voiceless, the strategies they formulate, the 
technical assistance and funding provide to their southern counterparts, their 
budgeting as well as fundraising strategies.  
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