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Effectiveness of NGOs: Public Advocacy Campaigns and Lack of Political Reform 

Abstract 

Non-governmental organizations (or NGOs) that have focused on prison reform, 

immigration, human trafficking, and political expression sectors have a strong ability to raise 

public awareness, but a weak ability to enact substantial political reform. In the context of migrant 

worker issues, NGO activities are widespread and well-coordinated. Although they are working to 

end any unlawful practices followed by big corporations, they tend to hit the glass ceiling when 

trying to enact real political reorganization. NGOs have taken an active role in combating human 

trafficking through advocacy and provision of resources for its victims. Their advocacy efforts in 

providing information, raising public awareness, and instating pressures pay off by influencing 

governmental policy regarding those affected. In spite of all such efforts, meaningful change in 

the realm of human rights violations are still left to be desired. This paper explores the different 

areas of human rights violations and emphasizes the importance of the research done on the work 

by NGOs. This paper also aims to raise awareness of the effectiveness of campaigns organized by 

such agencies and talks about additional strategies to strengthen future advocacy attempts. 
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Introduction 

When it comes to how non-governmental organizations (NGOs) create change, much of 

their work is done via advocacy campaigns. Such campaigns are organized by NGOs with the hope 

of raising awareness about a certain topic. One assumption that comes along with these advocacy 

campaigns is that they will lead to a grassroots movement that can cause a bigger change in the 

issue. Many believe that if awareness is raised for an issue, a grassroots movement can take root 

and create change. Unfortunately, this is not always the case. Many of these advocacy campaigns 

only focus on public awareness, without paying any attention to institutionalized policy, which is 

where major change can occur. Institutionalized policies are policies that are inherently biased 

because of a deep-rooted prejudice in society. These policies cannot be changed through awareness 

alone; there must be governmental involvement to create a lasting change in institutionalized 

policy. These advocacy campaigns and the awareness they raise are not always able to create this 

change. Most of the time, these movements do not have the power to influence the government to 

change the institutionalized policy. Research in this topic is important because it shows how 

advocacy campaigns organized by NGOs do their work. It also raises awareness of the 

effectiveness of these campaigns and what they can do to improve. Non-governmental 

organizations need to be aware of governmental policy and work to not only raise awareness for 

policy issues, but alsoto influence the government to change institutionalized policy. This research 

is important because NGOs are being relied upon more and more to create lasting change, but if 

they are solely using advocacy campaigns to raise awareness, change will not occur as effectively.  

As human rights violations have gained an increasing amount of attention in the previous 

few years, we have identified four major fields with a large NGO presence: prison reform, 

immigration, human trafficking and political expression. Since these issues are so complex and 
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far-reaching, we did not want to limit our research to the United States alone. Instead, we chose to 

look at how non-governmental organizations worked, both within the United States and outside its 

borders. NGOs that have focused on prison reform, immigration, human trafficking, and political 

expression have a strong ability to raise public awareness, but a weak ability to enact substantial 

political reform. Despite an increasing reliance on NGO action, NGOs do not have the appropriate 

political power to mobilize reform. 

Literature Review 

I. Prison Reform 

Multiple non-governmental organizations that focus on prison reform and prisoner’s rights 

have been successful in raising public awareness, but have had limited success regarding actual 

reform. In 2006, Ryan King delivered an impactful speech representing the wishes of the Criminal 

Justice Policy Foundation, the Open Society Policy Center, Prison Reform International and the 

Sentencing Project for American Prison Reform. These NGOs have all worked tirelessly to 

equalize the imbalance of power that exists between law enforcement, the court system and the 

corrections system, which act at a disadvantage to prisoners and American citizens (King, 279). 

He also cites evidence that the United States has failed to comply with the International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights and other United Nations treaties and standards in regard to prisoner 

rights (King, 283). In stating his testimony before the Supreme Court, King acts as a figurehead 

for these NGOs and raises awareness of the injustices facing America’s prison system. However, 

to date, few policy changes have been enacted that directly rectify these problems. Similarly, 

Dougherty focuses on medical malpractice in the United States’ most infamous detention camp 

and military prison at Guantanamo Bay, including but not limited to: detailed force-feeding 

procedures, state interests, torture allegations, and waterboarding. He also calls attention to the 
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most recent hunger strike, which took place from February to July 2013, where prisoners were 

force-fed, even though force-feeding is a violation of medical ethics and prohibited by authorities 

from the World Medical Association to the American Medical Association. Despite the public 

outcry against force-feeding, which dates back to 2005 when it was first confirmed at Guantanamo 

Bay, the policy still includes this practice because it contests the rights of prisoners, rather than 

their competence, when justifying the procedure. Despite the fact that the American public and 

NGOs have been pushing the government to stop harmful actions in Guantanamo for the last 

decade, the policy has remained unchanged. These examples detail the many injustices faced by 

prisoners in the United States, specifically at Guantanamo Bay. Although many NGOs are working 

to end these practices and are successfully raising public awareness of the issues, they reach the 

extent of their abilities when it comes to enacting substantial political change. 

II.  Migrants 

 As for migrant workers and asylum seekers, the UN is encouraged to build closer relations 

with non-governmental programs.  An article from 1995 regarding Central America states that the 

United Nations (UNDP) is redirecting efforts from special UN programs to UN-NGO 

partnerships, to facilitate discussion and the exchange of ideas about participatory development. 

NGO involvement is prioritized in the development process, coinciding with the UNDP’s model 

of sustainable local human development and the belief that stakeholder participation enhances the 

execution of programs. Some barriers to NGOs in Central America include wars, inability to enter 

into national development dialogues, and clarity and vision in decision making. This article is 

confident in local NGO movements if the UN repositions itself in respect to the state. In turn, this 

article supports the idea of assisting local NGOs in international aid for reconstruction. Instead of 

U.S. based NGOs creating a new program and presence abroad, it may be more effective to fund 
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local efforts already instated, as the UN has attempted (Sollis). However, since this article was 

written in 1995 it seems the NGOs could not overcome fragmentation or receive sufficient support 

or collaboration from government agencies. While the factors of inefficiency following this article 

are unclear, it does compliment the many optimistic views of NGOs.  

An example of how NGO aid has proven effective can be found in the article "The Role of 

non-governmental organizations in the International Refugee Regime". It notes that lawyers of 

these NGOs often times aid asylum seekers in legal ways that would otherwise not be provided by 

the UNHCR. It also states that NGOs are effective in raising awareness, such as in the case of 

“Refugee Sunday.”  Overall, this article supports claims that NGOs improved efforts in providing 

information, raising public awareness, and instating pressures that pay off by influencing 

governmental policy regarding refugees. This chapter also encourages a closer relationship 

between UNHCR and NGOs for the benefit of refugees and asylum seekers. This collaboration 

will consolidate efforts and expand the available services (Steiner et al.).  However, substantial 

reform is absent from the literature and case studies. It is noted by Byman that there is a correlation 

between the failed attempts of NGO relief work and military intervention. 

Keane and McGeehan argue that although NGO advocacy is widespread and relatively 

well-known in problematic regions concerning the rights of migrant workers and refugees, 

substantial and fundamental change and reform has not occurred. They illustrate the egregious 

treatment of migrants in the UAE who make up 80 percent of the total population and 95 percent 

of the UAE's domestic work force, and how this issue has largely escaped international 

consequence despite advocacy efforts that seek to shine a light on the problem. It also discusses 

the failings of groups to protect the rights of migrant workers. The article accentuates the total 

capacity of the abuse going on and illustrates how the country's weak legislation has further 
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undermined any hope for change. It examines the many violations of human rights law, most 

notably in regards to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination of 1965. Furthermore, the paper argues that the UAE’s abuse of the general 

economic need of South Asian countries and their citizens has led to modern day bonded labor, 

and that despite various efforts to correct the situation, little has been done since the inception of 

the UAE to incite change. Therefore, this paper supports the argument that NGO activity is 

widespread and well-coordinated, but meaningful change in the realm of migrant worker rights 

and the improvement of their work conditions has much to be desired. This is largely attributed to 

the fact that international law works under the pretense of intent over enforcement, allowing 

countries like the UAE to continue their serial abuse of migrant works. 

III. Human Trafficking 

NGOs have presumed an active role in organizing advocacy campaigns against human 

trafficking. Tzvetkova discusses the central role NGOs play in combating human trafficking and 

meeting the needs of victims through advocacy. Despite their limited resources, funding, training, 

and access to information, most NGOs take the lead in combating trafficking in their respective 

countries (Tzvetkova, 60). As such, these organizations are often viewed as being the “conscience 

of government” because they traditionally step in where governments are failing to take initiative 

(Tzvetkova, 61).  Tzvetkova focuses on NGO efforts against trafficking women for sexual 

exploitation in both countries of origin and countries of destination, and also provides an overview 

of the role of NGOs in research, lobbying, and prevention. 

This source also highlights the main obstacles faced by NGOs in combating human 

trafficking, which include financial limitation, social and cultural constraints, and a lack of 

political will. Tzvetkova points out that the lack of comprehensive reintegration strategies in 
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certain countries was due to insufficient social security funds and limited sources. This, coupled 

with living in patriarchal societies such as Albania, Bangladesh, and Iran, made it even more 

difficult for women to re-integrate into their communities. Furthermore, countries in Africa and 

Latin America view trafficking of women as an issue of secondary concern amongst other 

developmental problems (Tzvetkova, 66). Thus, such constraints severely limit the contributions 

that NGOs can make to address both supply and demand factors to trafficking. 

However, Bernstein offers an alternative perspective on the effectiveness of NGOs. She 

concludes that NGOs lack political will and are weak in enacting substantial reform. Her argument 

is based on the success of contemporary anti-sex trafficking campaigns, primarily in the US. There 

is a wide variety of NGOs involved in anti sex-trafficking work; they are established on different 

values (secular, religious, etc) and range from radical feminist groups such as the Coalition against 

Trafficking in Women and Equality Now to well-established Christian organizations such as Focus 

on the Family. It has previously been presumed that disagreements around the politics of sex and 

gender would undermine possible collaboration; however, these groups have proven otherwise. 

They have come together to advocate for harsher criminal and economic penalties against 

perpetrators, including traffickers, customers, and states deemed to be taking insufficient steps to 

stem the flow of trafficked women (Bernstein, 46). This example proves that it is possible for 

activists from different NGOs to devote themselves to a unifying, carefully framed commitment 

that is both bipartisan and apolitical, so as to align the issue with state interests, pool together the 

masses mobilized by each NGO, and exact political change. 

Given the differing levels of success and outcomes delivered by the NGOs as discussed 

above, Claude Welch provides valuable insight into how NGOs tend to operate and how the 

success of these organizations can be defined and evaluated. Welch identifies four major avenues 
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NGOs tend to use to create change: setting standards for human rights, providing information about 

the issue to both the public and the legal bodies directly involved, lobbying, and provisioning of 

assistance to victims of human rights abuses (Welch, 3-6). Through an analysis of various major 

international NGOs and their use of the above methods to create change, Welch highlights that 

these organizations “have generally proven far more effective in raising awareness about abuses 

than in directly solving them” (Welch, 14). While NGOs have made strides in aiding legal 

authorities in setting standards for human rights protections and have worked to directly protect 

human rights of individuals, raising awareness and proliferation of information remains their 

central purpose (Welch, 19). As NGOs grow and gain greater legitimacy on the international stage, 

they are able to more effectively work with or against governmental bodies to encourage political 

reform. However, without effective political power to effect change, they mainly rely on gathering, 

verifying, and disseminating information to political bodies to influence action (Welch, 5). 

However, it is also important to acknowledge that NGOs and their relationships with state 

authorities have changed drastically in the years since this book was published, and it is likely that 

these organizations have greater influence on political reform than postulated by Welch. 

In conclusion, all the sources collude to argue that despite all the initiatives taken to prevent 

and eliminate human trafficking, NGOs still face considerable barriers in combating the issue 

effectively. These are attributed primarily to a lack of strong, consolidated political will to confront 

and address the problem. All of the authors emphasize the need for governments, NGOs, police, 

and law enforcement personnel to work together to combat trafficking. Ultimately, the 

government’s will and effort is integral to address both the supply and demand factors that underlie 

and fuel trafficking. 
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IV.  Political Expression 

Ruth Cowan’s writing is helpful to our paper because she describes a specific human rights 

movement in the United States. This movement is based in the United States and works in the 

country’s unique social, cultural and political climate. She describes the specific method of 

advocacy used by the Women’s Rights Project. This is useful because it will allow us to directly 

see how effective this method is. We will then be able to compare and contrast how successful this 

strategy is compared to others used by United States organizations working abroad. 

Ron et al.’s research is also important to our paper not only because it discusses Amnesty 

International, the organization we are currently partnered with, but also because it gives us a model 

to compare to other organizations. Since Amnesty International works within the United States on 

domestic and international issues, this article gives us a good model to compare to other domestic 

organizations working abroad and domestically. 

Additionally, Ho et al. studied the challenges faced by garment workers, especially female 

garment workers, in the United States and how transnational advocacy can be used to compensate 

for the inability of U.S. labor laws to respond to problems with international dimensions. We can 

witness the issue highlighted in our thesis whereby transnational advocacy and the strategies used 

by advocates of the rights of garment workers has made an impact in raising public awareness in 

identifying the flaws in U.S. labor laws. However, it has yet to make a significant impact that 

encourages a more effective reform of the labor laws for female garment workers. The authors 

stress the need for a combination of global and local strategies in order to push for more substantial 

reform for workers in the garment industry. 
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Analyses and Discussion of Findings 

I.  Prison Reform 

It is estimated that approximately nine million people are imprisoned worldwide (BBC 

News). The inhumane treatment faced by prisoners has been revealed to the public largely through 

the actions of NGOs, and is considered a significant human rights violation. Many NGOs are 

working to change these conditions, which include torture, overcrowding, rape and solitary 

confinement, yet few instances of improvement have been noted. Guantanamo Bay is open and 

active, political prisoners are being held indefinitely, and conditions for prisoners are far below 

the level that they should be. Even with strong advocacy campaigns from Amnesty International, 

Penal Reform International, the Red Cross, Human Rights Watch and many other organizations 

that raise awareness of the issues, change still comes at an unacceptably slow rate. Though some 

successes can be celebrated, such as the passage of the Prison Rape Reform Act (Smith, 10) and 

the freedom of some political prisoners, including Dr.Nguyen Dan Que and poet Ericson Acosta 

(Forrest, 198), these changes represent a small minority in the broad scheme of prison injustice. 

This is in part due to the strong bureaucratic control of prison regulation and increased instances 

of prison privatization, which make changing the policies a very long and difficult process (Van 

Zyl Smit, 506). Although the actions of NGOs thus far have been adequate in raising awareness 

of the issues facing the world’s prisoners, they have not done enough to enact lasting policy change 

for the betterment of prisoner human rights.  

II.         Migrants 

In regards to refugees, migrant workers, and asylum seekers, the research supports the idea 

of assisting local NGOs in international aid for reconstruction. More specifically, the greatest 

encouragement is found by funding local actors in their efforts to stimulate development to 
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discourage a desire for migration. Also, NGOs can provide services unique to the area, such as the 

legal services mentioned above and the ability to raise public awareness.  Despite the 

encouragement for NGO involvement in aiding migrants, from governments and 

intergovernmental organizations, there is still a lack in translation from advocacy campaigns to 

concrete policy change. A recent article published in the Guardian last October validates these 

findings. The article states that the number of immigrant arrests have immensely decreased, which 

is largely attributed to legislative pressure caused by various NGOs and relevant interest groups. 

However, the overall experience and the number of migrants making the journey to the United 

States of America have been largely left unchanged; moreover, they have potentially worsened. 

This illustrates the surface level improvement at the hands of US organizations (but not much else).  

Still, a large number of deeper issues exist thathave yet to be improved despite those efforts ("'War 

Zone' at the Border: Abuse of Migrants in Mexico Rises.") The advocacy campaigns can aggregate 

to create change on the individual level; however, these movements are not significant enough to 

stimulate change at the policy level. The institutional policy is what perpetuates the devastating 

conditions for migrants. Without being able to fix the root of the problem, migrants will continue 

to face dilemmas and undesirable conditions. Furthermore, without NGOs being viewed as a 

legitimate lesion across government borders, as well as the voice of the people, conditions for 

migrants will not improve. Migrants should still use NGOs as a tool to internationally voice their 

strife. However, moving forward, NGOs must broaden their presence in policy reform. 

III.         Human Trafficking 

NGOs in the sector of human trafficking are effective in raising awareness, but less so in 

effecting institutional and legal change. Nonetheless, apart from mindset change and advocacy 

efforts, there are quantifiable benefits that come forth from NGO action. NGOs help victims of 
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trafficking by providing retroactive services such as social and psychological assistance, shelter 

provision, financial aid, return and reintegration work, advice and counseling, vocational training, 

legal advice, and documentation assistance (Tzvetkova, 61 - 64). Apart from dealing with human 

trafficking ex post facto, NGOs implement a wide range of initiatives to prevent trafficking in the 

first place. These include informational campaigns, gender education in schools, vocational 

training for women, training for teachers and school advisors, and access to employment and career 

opportunities for individuals at risk (Tzvetkova, 61 - 64). All of these initiatives substantially 

improve the lives of at-risk populations and victims, and constitute essential short-term solutions 

to a global crisis.  

However, in order for NGOs to effect lasting societal change, there has to be greater 

cooperation across different stakeholders. Government bodies, law enforcement agencies, NGOs 

and grassroots organizations must work together to create a well-rounded, multi-pronged strategy 

that tackles the problem from all angles. Local, state and national governments should not only 

enact legislation that prohibits the practice, but should also exercise authoritative power in 

implementing policies and platforms for NGOs to support victims of human trafficking. The best 

policies are derived when policy-makers partner with stakeholders and are cognizant of their 

capabilities and goals. In order for policy to achieve its desired impact, implementation is key. For 

policies to effectively crackdown on human trafficking violations, all levels of policy 

implementation must be ensured by strong rule of law that eschews corruption. Finally, 

international bodies like the UN must be proactive in consolidating anti-trafficking efforts and in 

continuing to promote the ideal of a world where every individual can live without fear of being 

commodified.  
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IV.         Political Expression 

Based on the sources for political expression that we have analyzed for the effectiveness 

of NGOs in actually bringing about significant political reform, it is quite evident that while NGOs 

do have the capability and power to raise public awareness, they severely lack the influence to 

bring about lasting social change. Despite all the attention brought about by NGOs, women’s rights 

are still being violated today, and even successful women are not safe from harassment. In a recent 

article by Perasso, the author notes that social media may have increased the number of women 

susceptible to harassment. For example, as stated in the article, video game maker Zoe Quinn has 

been a target of harassment due to working in a male-dominated industry, and actress Jennifer 

Lawrence has been the victim of a digital sex crime when nude pictures of her were leaked on the 

internet. 

In order to curb women’s rights from being further violated, it is extremely important to 

combine global and local strategies in order to increase the effectiveness of bringing about 

substantial political reform, as suggested in the article by Ho et al. By incorporating ideas from 

various local organizations that understand the culture and thinking of people in their area, their 

efforts to advocate for women’s rights in various regions can be more effective. Combining these 

local efforts with international and global organizations can further collaboration and increase 

support for advancing social progress. As such, global organizations that have many local chapters 

in different regions of the world are highly important in bringing about substantial change. They 

will be able to gather support from local people to advocate for change in their local chapters, and 

spread global awareness through their international parent organization.  
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Implications and Suggestions for Further Research 

NGOs face substantial obstacles when it comes to leveraging their advocacy toward 

concrete change, both on a social and legislative level. As a result, alternative tactics for success 

must be researched and explored to expound on the effectiveness NGOs have on civil discourse. 

A model for the greater success of NGOs is a creation of more effective partnerships with other 

civil society organizations and potentially the government and relevant governmental bodies. 

International NGOs partnering with local civil society can effectively plan and implement 

programs. NGO’s at a variety of levels can partner with one another to share relevant information, 

best practices, and funding mechanisms, in order to create the most substantial and significant 

change. NGOs can also work with the government to design and implement programs. 

Partnerships, whether being with civilian society or governmental bodies, have a means of 

improving the management and effectiveness of NGOs in a community. 

Additionally, effective projects from NGOs should be designed around the specific needs 

of the community they are being applied in. This involves local assessments and dialogues within 

the community when planning an initiative. Every community faces a different set of difficulties, 

and designing initiatives around the variety of needs utilizing discourse from the relevant 

communities can have a fundamental impact on the community's long-term well-being. This 

focused initiative also engenders greater participation and support from the local community. 

Involving civilians with the work of NGOs and the initiatives being planned strengthens any 

existing relationship between the civilians and the NGO, creating a path for greater effectiveness 

when it comes to leveraging NGO advocacy to tangible change for civilians that the NGOs are 

trying to aid. Civilian involvement can also aid in the staffing and funding of an NGO, increasing 

the likelihood of success and acceptance of an NGO’s efforts within a community. 
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In order to ensure effective initiatives, NGOs must aid in the creation of the infrastructure 

and capacity of governments, institutions, and communities. This can be established in a variety 

of forms. This includes aid in regards to institutional, physical, or philosophical change, all of 

which depends on the needs of the civilians and the community. Sometimes this means improving 

any physical infrastructure—building communications, roads, etc. that can ease the completion 

and application of an NGO's initiatives. Changes in the philosophical capacity can also be 

established by disseminating knowledge, technology, and skills to civilians.  

Conclusion 

 As our analysis has shown, NGOs working across the fields of prison reform, immigration, 

human trafficking, and political expression have experienced difficulty in enacting substantial 

legislative reform. While they have significantly raised public awareness about human rights 

violations, they have neither the resources nor the power to mobilize change. More efforts are 

needed to increase the effectiveness of the various NGOs to bring about actual political reform. 

As mentioned in the paragraphs above, one of the more effective ways to bring about this change 

is to combine the efforts of various local and international organizations. Cooperation with 

government bodies and law enforcement agencies will allow NGOs to overcome the bureaucratic 

barriers that tend to impede their effectiveness in resolving problems. Access to greater resources 

in addition to their established ability to raise public awareness will provide NGOs with the 

power,politically and socially, to make changes to institutionalized policy. Human rights violations 

are a serious threat to a large proportion of the world’s population and change is only possible 

through cooperation and decisive action.  

At the same time, it is important to realize that NGOs continue to be an essential resource 

for people seeking aid and reform. As such, in addition to external changes in their methods of 
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operation and their relationships with other organizations, NGOs need to restructure their methods 

of internal operation. In addition to their efforts to raise public awareness, NGOs should also place 

a greater emphasis on initiatives that provide tangible aid to victims of human rights violations or 

prevent these violations from affecting at-risk populations.  
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