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We all want to actively shape our personal lives and the lives of our families and friends. Some 
of us feel the need to go beyond that level of influence. Some people, when looking at the 
“bigger picture” see challenges to people and to society around them (be it in their local city, 
their region or their country) and feel the need to “do something about it”. They want to be 
agents of change, to work towards improvements and find solutions for a larger number of 
people.  

There are numerous ways to exert influence on society, notably in democracies. An important 
way of exerting influence is to vote in elections. People who want to get more actively involved 
can either join a political party or run for public office, or they can join or start a non-
governmental organization (NGO). An NGO is a local, national or international, not-for-profit 
organisation that is driven by people with a common societal interest.  
 
 

Chapter 1. NGO Basics  

Vision 

Every established NGO has a vision, a mission and a strategy.1 The vision  is very broad. The 
vision is an idea, proposal or as some would say a dream of how a better society/ country/ world 
could look like in a certain aspect (such as the aspect of human rights, of environment, of health 
etc.) For example, the vision of amnesty international is “for every person to enjoy all the rights 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other international human rights 
standards.”   

 

Mission 

While people active in NGOs are idealistic, they aren’t crazy (most of the time ;). They know 
they cannot achieve the vision all by themselves. They also know they are limited in funds, 
influence and geographic scope. So NGOs narrow down their area of work by formulating a 
mission . The mission is more concrete than the vision. The mission is the contribution the NGO 
wants to make towards achieving the vision. For example, Amnesty International’s mission is to:  

• defend freedom of expression 
• protect women’s rights 
• abolish the death penalty 
• demand justice for crimes against humanity 
• demand corporate accountability where companies have abused people’s rights 

There are many more human rights contained in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, but 
amnesty has decided to narrow down its focus to these ones. 

                                                           
1
 Even though the exact terms used differ between organization (some may use “aims”, “goals”, “targets” etc.) 
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Strategies 

In order to achieve this mission, NGOs need a strategy , meaning a list of actual activities/ 
actions/ projects that will contribute to achieving the mission. While many NGOs have the 
same/similar missions, there exists a large variety of strategies used by NGOs to achieve their 
mission. Here’s a list of some of the strategies chosen by NGOs to pursue their missions (some 
chose just one, some combine several): 

(1) Education  among specific societal groups (children, youth, women, men). 
Examples: human rights education teaching people their rights and their options to 
defend their rights; environmental education teaching people how to protect the 
environment; health education teaching people about HIV/Aids and contraception. 

 
(2) Advocacy , also called lobbying. Advocacy is the attempt to influence political 

decisions and policy, without seeking election to public office (i.e. without running for 
parliament directly). An advocacy strategy would directly target those responsible for 
respecting and protecting human rights – the government. For examples of 
advocacy, see amnesty international’s appeals for action 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/activism-center/all-actions  

 
(3) Campaigning . The aim of campaigning is to raise awareness  among citizens, for 

example about human rights violations, through posters, banners, facebook etc. 
Campaigning is basically a mixture of two other strategies . The general public is 
informed about the issue (educational aspect) yet at the same time, the more people 
know about the issue, the larger the pressure on government to do something about 
it (advocacy aspect). 

 
(4) Research. Some NGOs conduct research on specific policy issues, such as the 

human rights/ environmental/ public health situation in a country. They publish 
articles and essays about that situation and hold conferences to spread the 
knowledge.   

 
(5) Fundraising for third parties . For example, the World Wildlife Fund raises funds 

(mainly in the northern hemisphere) in order to finance projects conducted by third 
parties (local NGOs, governments etc.) that protect endangered species, with the 
funds going mainly to the developing world: http://www.worldwildlife.org/home-
full.html 

 
(6) Operative work . NGOs may carry out operative within their own community or 

country. An example would be a NGO running a couple of women’s crisis centres in 
larger cities of your country for victims of domestic violence. Alternatively, an NGO 
can carry out operative work in other countries, notably developing countries, 
cooperating with local partners. This is called development assistance . An example 
would be a small NGO, made up of mechanical engineer students, say in the UK, 
traveling to an African country to help three local villages build wells for clean 
drinking water. 

 

This guide will focus on NGOs pursuing the strategies of education, campaigning and advocacy, 
as these are relevant cooperation partners for UN Youth Delegate Programmes in Europe. 
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Target Groups 

The target groups are the people an NGO actually wants to reach, usually a specific societal 
group (children, youth, women, men, older people) within a specific geographic scope. Here are 
some examples: 

(1)  NGO A conducts sex education in a local village. The target group comprises all 
children and youth aged 10 – 16 living in the village. 

(2) NGO B conducts maternal health education in the region. The target group comprises all 
pregnant women or women planning to have children in the 5 cities the NGO is 
operating in. 

(3) NGO C advocates for more parks and trees in its local city. The target group comprises 
representatives of the city council or city parliament. 

(4) NGO D advocates for a better quality of drinking water in the country. The target group 
comprises representatives of national government (ministry of environment) or national 
parliamentarians. 

 

Definition of an NGO: What it is, what it is not 

As stated above, an NGO is a local, national or international, not-for-profit organisation that is 
driven by people with a common societal interest.   
 
Fair enough, but where would be place an NGO within society as a whole? You can look at 
“society” as being divided into three sectors: the civil society sector, the government sector and 
the private sector. NGOs belong to the civil society sector. The term refers to actors outside of 
the sphere of government. These include: academics and researchers, NGOs and media 
representatives, people working in the clergy (church). The private sector  is made up of the 
sum of business companies in a country. Differentiating factor: business companies exist to 
make money (profit), NGOs do not. This is why NGOs are often called “Non-Profits”. 
 

NGOs differ from the government sector in that they are non-governmental – but what does 
that entail?  

(1) More independence:  On the upside NGOs are much more independent than government 
structures. Examples: NGOs are not under the same legal obligations as governments. NGOs 
do not need to have a hierarchical structure. NGOs can have a limited mission (e.g. protecting 
certain human rights), whereas government needs to address every single policy issue 
imaginable. NGOs can focus on a limited societal group (e.g. only children or only women), 
whereas government needs to address the needs of all societal groups. With a couple of 
exceptions, NGOs do not need to report to superior institutions. NGOs do not need to report to 
parliament, government does.  

(2) Less influence and money:  On the downside NGOs do not enjoy the benefits of 
governmental institutions. Examples: NGOs do not have secured, automatic funding of their 
own activities, whereas governments are funded through tax revenues. Advocacy NGOs need 
to fight hard to be recognized, respected and to gain influence in the political process of a 
country, whereas governments are regularly commissioned by their parliament to draft laws and 
have large political influence in the country through their cabinet of ministers. Governments are 
admitted to all UN intergovernmental bodies, NGOs are not. 
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Funding of NGOs  

Staff cost & operative cost: 

 

 

 

 
Project cost: 

NGOs develop detailed budgets for every project they carry out, the specific cost depend on the 
type of strategy (education, campaigning, advocacy) and scope of the project. 

Sources of funding: 

Typical sources of funding are membership fees, public grants (government, EU), private 
donations, foundation grants, corporate sponsorship. 

 

Umbrella NGOs 

The members of a regular NGO are people. In contrast, the members of so-called umbrella 
NGOs are other NGOs. The member NGOs have something in common: usually similar 
missions or the same target group(s). 

Example: member NGOs with similar missions (homogen eous member NGOs)  

Small environmental NGOs (clubs) in various different cities of your country – these could 
conceivably join up in a national umbrella organization.  

 

Example: member NGOs with differing missions (heter ogeneous member NGOs), but 
same societal target groups:  

- NGO No. 1’s mission: overcoming violence against women 
- NGO No. 2’s mission: equal rights for women at the workplace  
- NGO No. 3’s mission: improved maternal healthcare       
- NGO No. 4’s mission: training women to be better public speakers 

These four NGOs’ missions have a different thematic focus (civil rights, labour rights, health, 
empowerment) but they all focus on the target group “women”. They could conceivably join up 
in a national umbrella organization. 

Type of NGO  Staff expenditure  Operatives expenditure  
Professional only  all staff is paid 

 
office running cost 

Volunteer only  volunteers are not paid 
 

- usually no office 
- but meeting cost 
 

Partly professional, partly 
volunteer 

some staff is paid 
volunteers are not paid 

- office running cost for paid 
staff 
- meeting cost for volunteers 
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Chapter 2. Establishment of youth umbrella 
NGOs and effective work share - Case Study 
“Two Degrees” 
 

Scenario 

Assume there are ten, independent local student NGOs working to reduce climate change in 9 
different cities of your country. Each NGO has between 50 and 500 members. All of them are 
legally registered. The smaller ones are entirely volunteer-based, the larger ones each have a 
small office with 1 student employed part-time (20 hours/week) to take care of administrative 
tasks. 2 of the NGOs work in your capital city. A short while ago, by coincidence, the 10 NGOs 
all met at a national, environmental conference. They got to know each other during the 
networking events and decided to come together to establish an umbrella NGO. They did so, 
because there was a general feeling among their members “that the time had come to go to the 
national level”.  

Each NGO has nominated 5 representatives to attend the constitutive meeting of the umbrella 
NGO, which is taking place somewhere in the beautiful countryside for the duration of a week. 
There are three topics on the agenda: finding a name, writing a constitution and deciding on a 
strategy for the umbrella. 

 

Establishment: Constitution 

The local NGO representatives agree on the name of the umbrella organization fairly quickly: it 
will be called “Two Degrees”. 

The NGO representatives go on to discuss a constitution for the new umbrella. The constitution 
of an NGO typically includes only things which will stay the same for decades to come: the 
vision, the mission and the general structure. The constitution typically does not include a 
detailed strategy (or no strategy at all), in order to allow for flexibility and change. 

 

 

 

 

(1) Vision  

The NGO representatives are in full agreement that the vision of Two Degrees is to slow global 
warming, so that earth temperature doesn’t rise by more than two degrees by 2050. Agreement 
was easy to reach, because this vision is more or less in line with the visions of the 10 local 
member NGOs. 

Many umbrella NGOs face “turf fights” some years after being established, i.e. fights about  

how money is distributed, who is responsible for what etc. People tend to want to meet turf 

fights by changing the constitution. The success of such an endeavour is usually quite limited – 

turf fights tend to be rooted in the details of the strategy, not the vision or mission.   
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(2) Mission 

Likewise, the NGO representatives can agree quickly that the mission of their umbrella Two 
Degrees will be to reduce the carbon emission footprint of your country by changing the 
behavior of the citizens and the behavior of the private sector. Again, this mission is pretty much 
in line with the missions of the 10 local member NGOs.  

 

(3) Membership, Assembly and Board 

 

 

 

 

 

The NGOs representatives agree that Two Degrees will have 10 members to start with (the 
founding NGOs) and will be open to accepting new member NGOs, should local NGOs with 
similar goals come into existence in the future.  

Together the member NGOs make up the Assembly. Each member will have one vote in the 
Assembly. 

Two Degrees will have a Board, consisting of three people. The board members will be elected 
by the Assembly for a one-year term at the Annual General Meeting. 

The constitution is passed by consensus.  

The representatives agree to register Two Degrees with the authorities in the capital city, giving 
the new NGO legal status.  

 

Strategy discussion: the national level problem 

The NGO representatives go on to have a discussion about the strategy Two Degrees should 
pursue to achieve its mission.  

They start with a best-practise exchange , i.e. every NGO shares with the others what its local 
strategies are. As it turns out, all of the NGOs employ one, two or all three of below strategies at 
the local level: 

- They organize “Climate Change Days” in schools, universities and companies to teach 
pupils, students and employees how to reduce their carbon footprint (education).  

- They put up posters with catchy messages all over the city (campaigning).  
- They hold private meetings with their local city councils complaining about carbon-

emitting companies (advocacy) 

By law in democratic countries, the internal structure of NGOs needs to be organized 

democratically: The Assembly is the highest decision-making body, not the board. Each 

member of the Assembly has one vote – in regular NGOs that means one vote per person, in 

umbrella NGOs one vote per member NGO. The democratic structure of NGOs is another 

important difference to business companies: in capitalist countries, these are organized 

hierarchically. 
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The NGO representatives go on to discuss what the strategy of the new umbrella organization 
Two Degrees could look like. One representative makes a suggestion: Two Degrees can simply 
do at the national level what its member NGOs do at the local level: education, campaigning, 
advocacy. Many NGOs agree. 

Taking everything to the national level sounds like a great plan at first sight. But going through 
the list of local strategies, the NGO representatives immediately realize the problem:   

- Education:  how does organizing Climate Change Day “at the national level” improve 
impact? School pupils, university students and company employees all live somewhere, 
in some city.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Campaigning: how do you put up posters “at the national level”? You want people to see 
the posters. People don’t live in the national level, they live in cities. 
 

-  Advocacy: Here it would make sense not only to meet with the local city councils, but 
also national parliament and government about making laws on carbon emissions 
stricter. In advocacy “taking things to the national level” makes sense. The new Board of 
Two Degrees could take care of this. 
 

To sum up, the NGO representatives quickly see the problem: In advocacy “taking things to the 
national level” makes sense. In education and campaigning “the national level” does not really 
exist, because these strategies target citizens and citizens live somewhere locally.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

You might say: Two Degrees could organize a Climate Change Day in the capital city 

with participants from across the country.  Two things to consider: (1) Less impact, not 

more:  If 10 NGOs use their workforce to organize 10 Climate Change Days locally, they 

are likely to reach a lot more people than if they use their workforce to organize one 

Climate Change Day in the capital city. The point of Climate Change Days is educating a 

large number of people to reverse behavior harmful to the environment. (2) Risk of 

turf-fights:  If a national Climate Change Day was organized, what do you think the two 

member NGOs already located in the capital city would think about Two Degrees 

“playing on their turf”? 

Every youth umbrella NGO will have to deal with “the national level problem” at some point 

during its establishment. The NGO representatives of Two Degrees were exceptionally bright to 

identify the problem during their very first discussion. In reality, the realization can take years.  
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Strategy discussion: the solution 

Having realized they cannot take education and campaigning to the national level, the NGO 
representatives are somewhat disappointed. After all, the whole point of Two Degrees was to 
cooperate nationally to better achieve the member NGOs’ missions. 

In the course of a brainstorming session, someone comes up with an idea: Two Degrees can 
support carbon footprint reduction by strengthening the strategies/activities of its local member 
NGOs. Some member NGOs are very experienced in organizing Climate Change Days, while 
other member NGOs have never done this at all. Others are experts in poster campaigns and 
have exceptional designs. Someone also suggests a corporate design for all materials used by 
the NGOs. The other representatives are delighted. Someone reminds everyone not to forget 
the advocacy aspect… 

Let’s make a cut here and skip ahead in time. Two years later, the ideas put forward at the 
constitutive meeting of Two Degrees have translated into below typical strategies of effective 
youth umbrella NGOs engaged in advocacy, education and campaigning. 

 

Effective youth umbrella strategies 

 (1) Capacity-building among its member NGOs  

Two years down the line Two Degrees provides a framework for capacity-building workshops. 
Member NGOs teach each other their strategies in education, campaigning and local advocacy 
(vis-à-vis the city council). Some workshops typically cover more general areas such as 
fundraising and improving the visibility of a member NGO (press relations, public relations). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

The quality of capacity-building workshops can be determined by answering the following 

questions: When participants leave the workshop, can they immediately start 

implementing the project? Do they have a clear, step-by-step plan of how to do it? Was 

the workshop theoretical or did they develop concrete resources to work with? 

The efficiency of capacity-building workshop can best be measured by the input-output 

ratio. Take the example of our European cooperation workshop “Establishing UN Youth 

Delegate Programmes”, which most definitely is a capacity-building workshop. Input: How 

much work (hours) did we put in designing the website, agenda, call for applications? How 

many hours were put into design the Distance-Learning Course and the workshop 

materials (template budgets, template project proposals etc.)? How many trainers need to 

spend how many hours at the actual workshop? How much money did the whole thing 

cost? Output: How many workshop participants seriously started the advocacy process to 

establish a UNYD programme when they came back home? How many were successful? 

How about the quality of the programmes?  

A good thing about capacity-building workshops is that input required tends to decrease 

over time. For example, if we hold this workshop again next year, we can re-use the 

website, the DLC, the agenda and all other materials already written. 
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(2) Coordination of work among its member NGOs 

When the local NGOs joined up in the umbrella Two Degrees, they did not lose their 
independence. Each local NGO still has an own Assembly of individual members and an own 
board, making local decisions. However, a certain amount of coordination between the member 
NGOs of Two Degrees can make sense. There are essentially two models of coordination: 
decentralized and centralized. Successful umbrellas decide between centralized or 
decentralized coordination on a case-by-case basis, depending on the aims of a specific project. 

- Example of decentralized coordination: One member NGO pays a great designer to 
make an awesome poster for a climate change campaign in its local city. The NGO 
passes on the poster template to the other members in digital form, who may chose to 
print it out and put it up in their cities likewise, or not. This form of coordination is 
decentralized, in that no-one “checks” on the performance of the member NGOs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Example of centralized coordination: amnesty Sweden decides to launch a country-wide 
poster campaign with thousands of posters to raise awareness about the human rights 
violations in Syria. It aims to inform millions of Swedes of the urgency of the situation 
and hopes that the media will pick up on the campaign, thereby pressuring the 
government to intervene in Syria. (This is an example for a campaign with a strong 
advocacy focus). Amnesty Sweden prints all the posters in one place, distributes them to 
the local members NGOs (chapters) and has 5 paid coordinators who email and call the 
chapters (made up of volunteers) to make sure every chapter actually puts up the 
posters all over its city. This is called centralized coordination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When to use decentralized coordination: Decentralized coordination makes sense when 

“every contribution is a benefit in itself”. Every member NGO using the new poster can 

conduct a great climate campaign in its city (added plus). If one or several NGO chose not to 

participate, this does not decrease the impact in the cities using the poster (no minus). 

Advantage: Little or no coordination cost. 

Full-time coordination position: not needed 

Disadvantage: No certain outcome - there is no way to make sure all NGOs will use the 

poster. 

When to use centralized coordination: Centralized coordination makes sense when “the 

benefit lies in the coordinated approach”. In the example used, the “corporate design” makes 

or breaks the campaign. All the posters need to be designed the same way to improve the 

recognition effect among the general population (“Oh wow, another of these posters - this 

Syria thing must be important!”). Also, all the posters need to be put up within the same week 

for the greatest effect.   
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(3) Advocacy and representation  

Advocacy , also called lobbying, is the attempt to influence political decisions and policy. As 
seen above, taking advocacy to the national level makes sense. In the instance of an umbrella 
such as Two Degrees there can be two levels:  

- Local advocacy:  the member NGOs may advocate their mission at the local level. For 
example, they hold private meetings with their local city councils complaining about 
carbon-emitting companies 
 

- National advocacy:  the board of the umbrella advocates the mission of Two Degrees at 
the national level. The board members meet with members of national parliament and 
government about making laws on carbon emissions stricter. 

Other than that, the board members will act as representatives  of Two Degrees (thereby 
representing the member NGOs “as one”) at meetings with other national NGOs, with the 
media, at national and international conferences and events etc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Advantage: Fairly certain outcome: the 5 coordinators make sure the chapters actually 

put up the posters. 

Disadvantage: Expensive - 5 coordinators needs to be paid to work full-time. 

Full time coordination position: needed 

Input/output ratio: Centralized coordination is tricky in that it can easily be inefficient. 

Because centralized coordination is expensive, efficiency of coordination can likewise be 

measured by use of the input/output ratio. Negative example: If 1 coordinator works full-

time to coordinate 4 or less volunteers and each volunteer works 10 hours/week, then 

centralized coordination is not efficient. Why? The coordinator works 40 hrs/week, so 

he/she might as well have put the posters up himself/ herself or paid one person to do it. 

This is why many large NGOs do not work with volunteers in poster (and similar) 

campaigns, they pay people to put them up. 

In some umbrellas the board decides exactly how to go about advocacy and representation – 

the only frame of reference is the mission put down in the constitution. In other umbrellas the 

Assembly is quite strict in setting up guidelines for the board: the member NGOs meet 

regularly to determine a clear advocacy strategy for the board to follow and report on. The 

degree of freedom of the board is essentially up to the decision of the Assembly as the highest 

decision-making body.  
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Chapter 3. Structural factors influencing 
youth umbrella NGOs 
History 

Never underestimate the importance of the history of an NGO. According to organizational theory (a 
field of research in social sciences) the circumstances under which an NGO came into existence has 
a long-lasting impact on the effectiveness, decision-making processes, working structures, harmony 
or discord and general traditions of the organization. Structurally, there are two ways in which 
umbrella NGOs can be established: top-down or bottom-up.  

(1) Top-down  approach: For example, the UN Youth Association of Australia (UNYA Australia) is an 
umbrella organization, which first existed only at the national level and over time established 8 
regional divisions: http://unyouth.org.au/ 

(2) Bottom-up  approach: For example, local UN student groups have existed in various German 
cities since the 1980ies. Over time, more and more groups came into existence. In 2005 some of the 
local UN student groups came together and decided to establish a national umbrella organization, 
the UN Youth Association of Germany (UNYA Germany): http://www.unya.de 

The biggest advantage of a top-down approach is the ensuing similarity in missions and strategies, 
making coordination and coordinated approaches a lot easier. The biggest disadvantage is that 
member organizations tend to remain somewhat dependent on the umbrella in terms of their 
enthusiasm and project strategies. The advantages and disadvantages of the bottom-up approach 
are basically vice versa. 
 
 
Funding and influence 
 
The degree to which funding available to the umbrella differs from funding available to the member 
NGOs will usually tell you a lot about the balance of power/ influence within the organization as a 
whole. Umbrella NGOs established top-down will often have a funded umbrella office with paid staff, 
whereas the member NGOs are volunteer-based. In contrast, in umbrella NGOs established bottom-
up it may be the member NGOs which have the larger offices. In the course of the decades this may 
then change. The umbrella may acquire government funding or the like, which can tip the balance in 
favour of the umbrella.  
 
  

Member NGOs and influence 
 
If you’re looking at a specific umbrella and you want to find out which member NGOs have the most 
influence within the umbrella, try to answer the following questions: Which member NGOs have the 
largest individual membership? Which member NGOs have the largest budgets? Which of them 
achieve the most visibility in the local or national press? Which of them engage in a large portfolio of 
local activities? Which ones are the oldest and most experienced? Even if there are big differences 
between the member NGOs, they will ideally have friendly relations with each other, supporting each 
other through capacity-measures and the like. Real problems can be expected to come up when 
member NGOs play on each other’s turf (e.g. organize events in each other’s geographic area) or 
when they compete directly for funding. This is why many umbrella NGOs try to keep their 
fundraising local.  


