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Non-Governmental Organizations
and Development

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are high-profile actors in the field of
international development, both as providers of services to vulnerable individuals
and communities and as campaigning policy advocates. This book provides a critical
introduction to the wide-ranging topic of NGOs and development. Written by two
authors with more than 20 years’ experience each of research and practice in the
field, the book combines a critical overview of the main research literature with a

set of up-to-date theoretical and practical insights drawn from experience in Asia,
Europe, Africa and elsewhere. It highlights the importance of NGOs in development,
but it also engages fully with the criticisms that the increased profile of NGOs in
development now attracts.

The text begins with a discussion of the wide diversity of NGOs and their roles, and
locates their recent rise to prominence within broader histories of struggle as well

as within the ideological context of neoliberalism. It then moves on to analyse how
interest in NGOs has both reflected and informed wider theoretical trends and debates
within development studies, before analysing NGOs and their practices, using a
broad range of short case studies of successful and unsuccessful interventions. The
book then moves on to describe the ways in which NGOs are increasingly important
in relation to ideas and debates about ‘civil society’, globalization and the changing
ideas and practices of international aid. The book argues that NGOs are now central
to development theory and practice and are likely to remain important actors in
development in the years to come. In order to appreciate the issues raised by their
increasing diversity and complexity, the authors conclude that it is necessary to deploy
a historically and theoretically informed perspective.

This critical overview will be useful to students of development studies at
undergraduate and master’s levels, as well as to more general readers and
practitioners. The format of the book includes figures, photographs and case studies

as well as reader material in the form of summary points and questions. Despite the
growing importance of the topic, no single short, up-to-date book exists that sets out
the main issues in the form of a clearly written, academically-informed text: until now.

David Lewis teaches in the Department of Social Policy at the London School of
Economics, where he has specialized in development policy issues in South Asia, with
a particular focus on Bangladesh. An anthropologist by background, he is co-author
with Katy Gardner of Anthropology, Development and the Postmodern Challenge
(Pluto, 1996), and author of The Management of Non-Governmental Development
Organizations (Routledge, 2007).

Nazneen Kanji is director of a research programme on ‘quality of life” at the Aga Khan
Development Network. She has specialized in gender, livelihoods and social policy,
with extensive policy research, consultancy and field experience in Africa and Asia.
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The Perspectives on Development series will provide an invaluable, up-to-date
and refreshing approach to key development issues for academics and students
working in the field of development, in disciplines such as anthropology,
economics, geography, international relations, politics and sociology. The series
will also be of particular interest to those working in interdisciplinary fields,
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o Introduction

What are non-governmental
organizations?

Definitions.

The diversity of NGOs.

The variety of NGO values, approaches and activities in development.
The claims made for development NGOs.

The various critiques of development NGOs.

Introduction

During the past two decades, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) working in development have increased their profiles at
local, national and international levels. NGOs have come to be
recognized as important actors on the landscape of development,
from the reconstruction efforts in Indonesia, India, Thailand and Sri
Lanka after the 2004 tsunami disaster, to international campaigns
for aid and trade reform such as ‘Make Poverty History’. NGOs
tend to be best known for undertaking one or other of these two
main forms of activity: the delivery of basic services to people in
need, and organizing policy advocacy and public campaigns for
change. At the same time, NGOs have also become active in a wide
range of other more specialized roles such as emergency response,
democracy building, conflict resolution, human rights work, cultural
preservation, environmental activism, policy analysis, research and
information provision.



2 * Introduction

It is probably impossible to say how many NGOs there are in the
world, since there are no comprehensive or reliable statistics. In any
case, definitions of what actually constitutes an NGO tend to vary.
Some estimates put the figure at one million, if both formal and
informal organizations are included, while the number of registered
NGOs receiving international aid is probably closer to ‘a few hundred
thousand’. The United Nations currently estimates that there are
about 35,000 large established NGOs. Nor are there accurate figures
available for the amount of aid overall that NGOs receive, but there

is agreement that the increase has been dramatic since the 1980s,
when almost all foreign aid tended to be provided to governments. In
2004, it was estimated that NGOs were responsible for about $US23
billion of total aid money, or approximately one third of total overseas
development aid (Riddell 2007: 53).

The acronym ‘NGO’ has become part of everyday language in many
countries. It has entered the vocabulary of professionals and activists,
and that of ordinary citizens. Images and representations of NGOs and
their work have also become mainstream. In the UK, NGO fundraising
leaflets fall from the pages of the Sunday newspapers each week, more
often than not featuring a photo of a young, wide-eyed African or
Asian child. NGOs also feature prominently in cultural life, such as in
movies and books. In the Hollywood film About Schmidt (2002), the
central character, played by Jack Nicholson, finds redemption when
he sponsors an African child after seeing a television appeal. In Helen
Fielding’s novel Cause Celeb (1994), the heroine escapes an empty
London working life when she joins an international NGO and works
with African famine relief (Lewis et al. 2005).

Though the presence of NGOs seems to be everywhere, the challenge
of understanding the phenomenon of NGOs remains a surprisingly
difficult one (Box 1.1). One reason for this is that NGOs are an
extremely diverse group of organizations, which can make meaningful
generalization very difficult. NGOs play different roles and take

very different shapes and forms within and across different country
contexts. Another reason is that ‘NGO’ as an analytical category is
complex, often unclear and difficult to grasp. An NGO is normally
characterized in the literature as an independent organization that is
neither run by government nor driven by the profit motive like private
sector businesses. Yet there are some NGOs that receive high levels
of government funding and possess some of the characteristics of
bureaucracies, while others can resemble highly professionalized
private organizations with strongly corporate identities. As one might



