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Abstract  

 

This study examines the role of non-governmental organizations contributing to sustainable development by addressing 

the violence during periods of an election in West Africa. More specifically, it highlights the role non-governmental 

organizations have as service-providers and facilitators in between journalists and the police in West Africa. The project 

aims to explain how the operations of non-governmental organizations that work for ensuring peace and security 

through independent media contribute to the fulfillment of the sustainable development goals to ensure peaceful 

societies. The study answers the research questions How can an NGO become an enabling actor for sustainable 

development?  And What are the factors that determine how successful such efforts can be? Using a mixed method 

of a literature review and semi-structured interviews with people working on non-governmental organizations, the 

results show how non-governmental organizations are trustworthy due to their neutral role. The identified factors 

of success have mainly to do with the amount of legitimacy and resources of NGOs. The challenges are mainly to 

gain trust, both when it comes to the public and institutions. Further, this study shows that NGOs have a political 

actor with some challenges that they can overcome through legitimacy. 
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Summary: The projects aims to identify the factors of success of non-governmental organizations and their 

contribution to sustainable development in West Africa. Identified factors of success have mainly to do with the 

amount of legitimacy and resources of non-governmental organizations. The challenge for non-governmental 

organizations is to gain trust, both the trust of the public and the trust of institutions. This study shows that non-

governmental organizations are political actors, and legitimacy is one factor of success. The Sustainable 

Development Goals 16 describes access to information to be crucial in the work of promoting peaceful and 

inclusive societies. Peace is a condition for reaching sustainable societies, according to the United Nations. Some 

regions suffer from more violence. For instance, countries in West Africa suffer from large scales of violence, 

especially during election periods. This study examines how independent media contributes to achieving peace in 

countries in West Africa. One problem is that the trust in media is declining globally. The lack of trust hinders 

democracy, especially if individuals do not trust the information provided by media houses. The United Nations 

considers that countries need to have reliable and accountable institutions to reach sustainable societies that live 

in peace.  
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1 Introduction  
 
The first chapter introduces the background on which this study is conducted, and more specifically, the 

problem that this study limits to examine. Also, it describes the research questions and what delimitation 

the study has taken. 

  

1.1 Problem background 
 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) installed in 2015 is an agreement between the member -states 

within the United Nations (UN) to ensure peace and security for both humans and the planet now and in the 

future. The SDGs consists of seventeen goals that serve as a road map for sustainability work at a local, 

national, and international level (UN, 2020). Accountable institutions are an indicator of SDG 16 that aims 

to promote peace in societies (Ivanovic, 2018; United Nations, 2020). The definition of good governance is 

the same as the United Nation’s description of accountable institutions (United Nations, 2020). SDG 16 

describes access to information to be crucial in the work of promoting peaceful and inclusive societies. Also, 

peace is a condition for reaching sustainable societies (Ivanovic, 2018; United Nations, 2020).  However, 

some regions suffer from more violence. For instance, countries in West Africa suffer from large scales of 

violence, especially during election periods (Betz, 2018). Beek (2013) tries to understand the underlying 

reasons for the police violence in countries like Ghana. The police-violence is describing as an informal 

behavior of the police (Beek, 2013). Grimmelikhuijsen (2013), explains the public's mistrust towards the 

government as a consequence of non-transparency. According to Grimmelikhuijsen (2013), transparency is 

good governance (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). Creating strong institutions requires collaboration and should 

be seen as a global responsibility (Ivanovic, 2018).  

Goal 17 of the SDGs “Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for 

The Sustainable Development Goals” (Ibid., page), cover areas as finance, technology, capacity-building, 

trade, and systemic issues.  SDG 17 aims to facilitate the implementation of the other SDGs through 

cooperation with states, partners, and organizations in the world (United Nations, 2020). Partnerships are 

essential in achieving the SDGs (Ivanovic, 2018; United Nations, 2020). The number of non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) is increasing in the world, both in number and authority (Yan, 2018). The role of 

NGOs is crucial for exchanging knowledge, building capacity, and allocating resources for building strong, 

accountable institutions (Elg, 2015; Yan, 2018).  A strong institution defined by having “a lack of 

corruption, transparency, legal recognition and public participation” (Ivanovic, 2018, p. 49). NGOs’ work 

for advocacy, their role as facilitators and service providers, and their capacity to gather and share 

information and knowledge is a resource globally and in work for reaching the SDGs (Arhin, 2016). NGOs' 

expertise is essential for achieving sustainability, especially when it comes to making governments 

accountable. The networks of NGOs allow them to gain social and political changes to reach their agenda. 

It can, for instance, be political advocacy or human rights-related  (Plaza‐Úbeda, 2020).  

 

1.2 Problem  
 

The financial crisis in 2008, and consequently, the reallocation of resources led to an increasing demand for 

information by the public. The importance of having access to public information became necessary, and 

good governance was instead of an ideal scenario, a demand from the public (Navarro-Galera, 2018). Media 

functions as a controlling mechanism for the public. In the case where there is no understanding of how 

governments spend tax money, the lack of transparency can lead to less trustworthiness for the governments. 

Further, it allows actors to examine how the resources are divided (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). Governance 

should be balancing the resources for the well – being of society. For instance, countries in the Middle East 

- and North Africa (MENA) suffer from a large scale of corruption because governments have centralized 

the power within the government (Dixon, 2018). The high level of corruption is explained as a consequence 
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of anti-democratic practices and a lack of institutional accountability. Transparency increases the possibility 

for stakeholders to participate in the public sphere (Rasche, 2019). The government provides the public with 

information through media (Dixon, 2018). However, the trust in media is declining globally. The lack of 

trust hinders democracy, especially if individuals do not trust the information provided by media houses. 

The UN (2020) considers that countries need to have reliable and accountable institutions to reach 

sustainable societies that live in peace (United Nations, 2020).  

NGOs such as the International Media Support (IMS) strive to build societies where institutions stay 

accountable and transparent, to strengthen democracy, facilitate dialogue, and reduce conflict (IMS, 2020). 

The values of the NGO IMS are that the public has the right to independent media. This implies transparency 

and access to documents (IMS, 2020). Access to documents means that there is transparency. Further, IMS 

values transparency because it ensures that there is not an abuse of power. The problem is the lack of 

independent media for this purpose. Therefore the aim of this study is taken with this topic in mind.  

 

1.3 Aim 
 
This study aims to identify those factors of NGOs that contribute to sustainable development. The project 

aims to explain how the operations of NGOs that work for ensuring peace and security through independent 

media contribute to the fulfillment of the SDGs. Key questions relating to this aim concerns conditions that 

are conducive for independent media’s sustainability work.  

▪ How can an NGO become an enabling actor for sustainable development?  

▪ What are the factors that determine how successful such efforts can be?  

 

 

The research questions can be answered considering different aspects. Therefore, the delimitation of the 

study is presented in the following section.  

 
1.4 Delimitations 
 
Delimitations are considered, regarding the method for this study, the theoretical framework, and the 

empirical data. The UN (2020) describes that partnerships are needed to reach all of the SDGs successfully 

(United Nations, 2020). This study limits to study partnerships between governments and NGOs. However, 

the project focuses on examples from the NGO International Media Support. Further, a case study 

exemplifies the results more deeply. The case is one of the IMS projects and covers three countries in West 

Africa; Liberia, Ghana, and Sierra Leone. The NGO IMS conducted the same project across these countries. 

The name of the project is “Strengthening police and media relations for the safety of journalists and 

peaceful, free, and fair elections in West Africa” (Betz, 2018). The aim is to ensure the safety of journalists 

so they can operate during election-periods (IMS, 2020). The IMS operates to promote independent media, 

increase transparency for democratic processes. The NGOs contribute to reaching SDG 16; to ensure strong 

institutions for peaceful societies (IMS, 2020).  

The theoretical framework focuses on the role of IMS as a political actor using deliberative democracy. 

Social Systems Theory describes the NGO as an organization that is part of a system with input, internal 

process, output, and feedback loops. However, the project limits to focus on internal processes and the 

results of these processes, which are the outputs form a Social System Theory perspective. This theory is 

broad, but this project focuses on outputs from a social system perspective. Stakeholder Theory describes 

NGO in general as a moral or political actor. This study will not focus on the moral aspect of NGOs.  

Due to unusual circumstances and the outbreak of the Coronavirus, it has caused unexpected data collection 

challenges. Information on the IMS website stated that due to the virus, people are working from home, 

which has caused additional challenges in their work environment.  
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1.5 Outline  
 
Chapter 1 introduces the problem background and the aim of this study. It presents the research questions 

that this study examines. Adding to this, it describes the delimitations of the study and aims to give a 

background of the problem addressed.  

 

Chapter 2 describes Social Systems Theory Stakeholder Theory and the concept of deliberative democracy 

and legitimacy. The theories form a conceptual framework. The conceptual framework consists of Social 

System Theory, Stakeholder Theory, the concept of deliberative democracy, and organizational legitimacy. 

The conceptual framework will be used to frame the discussion of the study.  

 

Chapter 3 presents the research design and how the literature review has been conducted. Chapter 3 presents 

the data collection and the case – study, more specifically, how the method on which this study has been 

conducted.  

 

Chapter 4 is the empirical chapter. The empirics present the results about NGOs from the literature review 

and the semi-structure NGOs IMS and Diakonia.  

 

Chapter 5 analyses the empirical findings collected from the literature review and the semi-structured 

interviews using the conceptual framework (2.5) to analyze the results. First, the results analyze the 

Sustainable Development Goals and the role of non-governmental organizations as partners. Then, the 

section goes more into depth from the findings of the case.  

Chapter 6 focuses on answering the research questions presented in the first chapter. Further, it interprets 

the finding and puts in and interpreting the results in contrast to other research.   

 

Chapter 7 aims to summarize the main findings and reflections? on key choices? made in the project. Lastly, 

the chapter finalizes by giving suggestions for future research.  
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2 Theoretical Background 
 

This chapter provides a theoretical background of the following theories: Social Systems Theory, 

Stakeholder Theory, the concept of deliberate democracy and legitimacy. Lastly, a conceptual framework 

describes how the theories and concepts are used to frame the discussion of non - governmental 

organizations.  

 
2.1. Social Systems Theory  
 
Social Systems Theory is an appropriate lens for describing an organization in a global structure. In this 

study, it is useful to describe NGOs’ relationships with other international actors in the international 

environment.  
 

2.2.1 The characteristics of Social Systems  
Ashforth (1990) explains how Social Systems Theory within classical organizational theory sees the 

organization as being a part of an open system that is affected by external factors and demands (Ashforth, 

1990). External factors have not been part of classical organizational theory until the 1960s. The earlier 

period did not consider the outer effects at all (Chance, 2009). This study focuses mainly on Luhmann's 

general theory of social systems. Luhmann's explanation about Social Systems Theory refers to real 

systems, which means systems that have a purpose and function. According to Luhmann, organizations are 

one kind of a social system (Achterbergh, 2010; Nassehi, 2005). Organizations are self-producing systems 

that live because they have an internal process. A self-producing system is called an autopoietic system. 

Because it is autopoietic, it keeps the system's outer processes and protects its own environment 

(Achterbergh, 2010). One external factor that affects internal processes is economic interests. Economic 

interest affects organizations differently. For example, if the organization is dependent on funding, the 

amount of funding can determine the size of the operations (Plaza‐Úbeda, 2020).  

 

The properties of the system are called elements in Social Systems Theory. The internal communication is 

one element. Luhmann points out that communication, as an internal process, indicates that the social system 

is about something since there is something to communicate (Achterbergh, 2010). Similarly, Chance (2009) 

explains that an organization, as a social system, have a clear aim  (Chance, 2009). In the internal process, 

the system implements, processes, and validates its projects (Achterbergh, 2010). According to Luhmann, 

another element in an organization is the decisions of the organization (Achterbergh, 2010; Nassehi, 2005).  

Organizations are also flexible. They are flexible because systems are often divided into sub-systems with 

different characteristics. However, there are still striving for the same aim as the system. Examples of sub-

systems in organizations are their departments. For example, one organization can have an international 

department focusing on external stakeholder relations (Plaza‐Úbeda, 2020). Even though the flexibility of 

a social system presents advantages, there is also a critic towards the oversimplification (Plaza‐Úbeda, 

2020). The reason is that a social system is part of a more extensive system and vulnerable to external 

factors. To oversimplify an organization using Social System Theory can, therefore, be problematic, 

because it does not consider external factors that influence the internal processes.  

 

2.2.2 The internal structure of a Social System  
Nassehi (2005) & Achterbergh (2009) describe social systems as an active system in process (Achterbergh, 

2009; Chance, 2009; Nassehi, 2005). Social Systems Theory can explain the internal processes of an 

organization. The focus here is to describe the internal processes in an organization as a social system, 

focusing on how the resources, projects, values, and norms of behavior of the people affect the operations 

of an organization.  

 

The projects in the system are dependent on the resources. Resources can be materialistic or internal 

capacity, as expertise. The available resources influence the effectiveness and quality of the operations 

(Chance, 2009; Stern, 1996). The organization's values determine the extent to which resources are 
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available because they operate in line with their values (Achterbergh, 2010). Seeing an organization as a 

system, it can only function if people are working in the organization. As Chance (2009) explains: “social 

systems exist and function only because they are peopled. If a school site had no teachers, students, or 

administrators, it would simply be an empty building” (Chance, 2009, p. 43). Further, social systems are 

affected by the people in the system (Achterbergh, 2010). Social systems are also affected by the 

characteristics of the particular system (e.g., an organization). The behavior of the people in the system 

shapes the values of the organization (Achterbergh, 2010; Chance, 2009). The people, which are the 

organization's staff, have and a function within the internal structure that comes with an expected behavior 

(Chance, 2009).  

 

Nassehi (2005) explains how the internal structure of a social system is not a linear process (Nassehi, 2005). 

An input in Social System Theory can be an external demand. For instance, economic resources that fund 

the operations of the organization. The people in the system decide that they are going to implement the 

demand as a project (Chance, 2009). A conceptual model for Social Systems Theory is offered in Figure 1 

(Chance, 2009, p. 45). It shows the system boundaries and principal components of the system.  

 

 
Figure 1. Illustration of a social system in process. The smaller circles illustrate the system's properties and the 

arrows illustrate the processes (With inspiration from Chance, 2009, p. 45).  

The output of the social system goes out to a more extensive system can consequently come back as 

feedback and into the system again (Chance, 2009). In this system, a feedback loop can be more resources 

that allow the organization to implement additional projects or add resources in ongoing projects. The 

internal process is the term for all the activities within the organization.  The people, the norms of behavior, 

the resources, the projects, and the internal communication are part of the internal process (Chance, 2009).  

 

2.2 Stakeholder Theory   
 
Social Systems Theory describes an open system. There are several actors in an open system, and the actors 

have relationships. An alternative term for actors is stakeholder, somebody that has a stake. Stakeholder 

Theory explains the needs for relationships. Phillips (2003) explains the Stakeholder Theory as 

“organizational management and ethics” (Phillips, 2003, p. 480).  
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Stakeholder Theory adds a moral framework between actors (Phillips, 2003).  

 
2.2.1 The characteristics of Stakeholder Theory  
In general, Stakeholder Theory is used to explains business relations.  It can help to find answers to 

questions related to value and trade, business, and agency (Arenas, 2009; Freeman, 2010). For example, it 

has been used to explain actors’ relation to a company or a firm, especially concerning Corporate Social 

Management (CSR). This one-way attention form changed to wanting to understand the relationship with 

the stakeholders (Morsing, 2006). Knowing the interest and demands of stakeholders facilitates the 

possibility of resolving potential conflicts that may arise between actors (Arenas, 2009). 

 

Stakeholder Theory focuses on the relationship between actors in a system rather than focusing only on the 

interests of a particular actor (Arenas, 2009; Morsing, 2006). It is the mutual relation between the actors 

that are of interest. The communication and their interests are beneficial for all the stakeholders involved, 

and not only for one particular actor (Morsing, 2006). Adapting functioning communication, showing 

transparency, and participation are crucial elements for creating a good relationship with various 

stakeholders. Also, the Stakeholder Theory explains the relationship between many actors that share the 

same interests. It can be knowledge and expertise, especially in the CRS movement (Morsing, 2006).  

 

2.2.2 Stakeholder Theory and non-governmental organizations  
Stakeholder Theory considers NGOs to be necessary. According to Arenas (2009) and Greenwood (2010), 

NGOs have a role as a moral or political actor (Arenas, 2009; Greenwood, 2010). According to the 

Stakeholder Theory, an organization can increase the trustworthiness of other actors. For instance, NGOs 

that advocate for human rights is well-known. Also, organizations gain influence when other actors trust 

them. The trust in organizations is crucial for their influence (Greenwood, 2010). Greenwood (2010) 

describes organizations' characteristics that confirm the role of a moral or political actor. These are 

organizations’ “ability, benevolence, and integrity” (Greenwood, 2010, p. 428). Figure 2 illustrates how the 

ability, benevolence, and having integrity forms the trustworthiness of an organization.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The illustration shows how the ability, benevolence, and integrity shapes the trustworthiness of 

organizations (Greenwood, 2010, p. 428).  
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The organization's ability to fulfill its purpose affects the relationship is has on other stakeholders. 

The benevolence is their interest in acting in the interests of another stakeholder. The organizations' values 

determine their interests. However, the organization's integrity is determined because independent of other 

benefits, it will operate in line with its values (Greenwood, 2010). Organizations’ trustworthiness is the 

result of these three together, and not having one of these would also question the trustworthiness of the 

organization (Greenwood, 2010). Similarly to Greenwood (2010), Arenas (2009) describes organizations 

primarily as a political actor (Arenas, 2009). For instance, organizations that understand the requirements 

and demands of other stakeholders have a lower chance of being in conflict with other actors (Arenas, 2009).  
 

2.3 Organizational legitimacy  
 
Unlike countries with governments that give them legitimacy, NGOs need to be accepted to attain 

legitimacy. Organizational legitimacy determines the influence of NGOs. Deliberative democracy 

explains how organizations can make a change. Organizational legitimacy explains those factors that are 

important to get acceptance. Further are some examples and definitions of organizational legitimacy 

provided by scholars such as Bitektine (2001), Hahn (2016), Clark (2007), and Ashforth (1990). Their 

respective definitions are presented in Table 1.  

 
Table 1. Different definitions of organizational legitimacy 

 

Literature Definition 

Ashforth, 1990 Organizational legitimacy increases when the 

norms, values, behavior and operations of the 

organization align with prevailing norms. 

Bitektine, 2011 Legitimacy is an acceptance by the environment 

and increases when stakeholder acknowledges its 

work  

Clark, 2007 Legitimacy is achieved when the international 

organizations legitimatize the organization  

Hahn, 2016 Legitimacy is achieved when the operations, 

values and norms of behavior are socially accepted 

by the public  

Lister, 2003 Legitimacy is an acceptance of the environment, 

and the environment is a social construction  

 

Bitektine (2001) argues that legitimacy is advantageous for organizations. Although Bitektine (2011) 

continues by explaining that there are many different kinds of organizational legitimacy. The definition 

depends on the social context. The definitions depend on who is evaluating the organization and the features 

that are evaluated (Bitektine, 2011). Several factors determine the level of legitimacy of an organization. 

In the case of NGOs, this study mainly addresses the donors and the public as the audience - Organizational 

legitimacy as being accepted by the environment (Bitektine, 2011). Similarly, Hahn (2016), emphasizes a 

more empirical explanation of organizational legitimacy. According to Hahn (2016), organizational 

legitimacy is when the public accepts the organizations' operations, values, and norms of behavior (Hahn, 

2016). With that said, it means that the public supports the organizations’ political and social statements. 

Likewise, Clark (2007) explains how legitimacy develops in the international sphere when international 

society legitimizes the organization  (Clark, 2007). In other words, the legitimacy of an organization 

increases when other stakeholders acknowledge their work (Bitektine, 2011; Clark, 2007).  

 

The operations that the international society chooses to accept change through time. The acceptance has to 

do with the values and social norms of that time. The acceptance of the norms is agreed internationally 

(Clark, 2007). “An organization is said to be legitimate to the extent that its means and ends appear to 

conform with social norms, values and expectations” (Ashforth, 1990, p. 177). Ashforth (1990) argues the 

concept of legitimacy is problematic because values and social norms are in constant change. As a result, 

actors choose to adapt to the requirements of the audience that gives them legitimacy (Ashforth, 1990). In 
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other words, the organization confirms with those values that are accepted currently. The organizations’ 

conformity is called coercive isomorphism in the literature (Ashforth, 1990, p. 178). For example, 

international organizations and NGOs receive legitimacy from countries that acknowledge their operations 

(Ashforth, 1990). In addition to this, the legitimacy increases when actors in the system compete for 

attention together with other actors. The organizations’ operations either increase or decrease their 

legitimacy. Organizational legitimacy increases when the norms, values, behavior and operations of the 

organization align with prevailing norms. For example, studies have shown that organizations that want to 

increase their legitimacy by protesting are not successful (Ashforth, 1990). This means that not all 

audiences are equally important in order for an organization to attain legitimacy. For instance, NGOs 

notices the audience that is important for them strategically to achieve legitimacy. When NGOs identifies 

its relevant stakeholders, they can direct their communication towards those stakeholders. Here, media is 

essential to reach out to stakeholders (Bitektine, 2011). Democracy can also increase the legitimacy of 

organizations, for example, by having a participatory decision- making (Morsing, 2006; Rasche, 2019). 

The legitimacy of an NGO has increased as a consequence when the legitimacy of countries decreases 

(Baur, 2011).  

 

To conclude, Lister (2003) explains how the concept of legitimacy differs among theories. Lister  (2003) 

explains the legitimacy of organizations as the “acceptance of the environment” (Lister, 2003, p. 178). 

However, the environment is a social construction (Lister, 2003). This study will refer to the global arena 

when discussing organizations’ legitimacy concerning their environment. This study focuses on the role of 

international NGOs.  

 

2.4 Deliberative democracy  
 
In Cambridge Dictionary the word democracy is “the belief in freedom and equality between people, or a 

system of government based on this belief, in which power is held by elected representatives or directly by 

the people themselves” (Cambridge University Press, 2020). In light of this definition, the definition of 

democracy is not solely limited to political parties. Deliberative democracy demonstrates how democracy 

is applicable for others not elected representatives, but that wants to participate democratically. Deliberative 

democracy is a result of globalization (Hahn, 2016).  The concept of deliberative democracy does not differ 

from fundamental democratic principles. Individuals in a democratic society are allowed to participate in 

decision–making (Gutmann, 2009; Hahn, 2016). Although, authors, as Hahn (2016), argue that deliberative 

democracy has developt as an alternative solution to the traditional concept of democracy (Hahn, 2016). 

The increasing influence of actors besides countries acting in a democracy is a result of globalization (Hahn, 

2016). Deliberative democracy explains the role of an NGO may have as an enabling factor for the common 

good. What distinguishes the concept of deliberative democracy from the definition of democracy is that 

the ‘formal’ strategy of democracy does not rely on solely political processes (Gutmann, 2009; Hahn, 

2016). Baur (2011) points out that NGOs are relevant stakeholders that form part of the definition of 

deliberative democracy because they are part of networks (Baur, 2011).  

 

Deliberative democracy introduces opportunities for actors to question governmental decisions that they do 

not agree with (Gutmann, 2009; Hahn, 2016). NGOs are not governmental but have a significant level of 

legitimacy that allows them to make a political change (Atack, 1999). Deliberative democracy implies that 

questioning is accessible to the public. In some cases, democratic decisions are based on experts' 

knowledge, and the opinions of the public are overlooked (Gutmann, 2009). Actors question political 

decisions differently, for example, through dialogues. However, deliberative democracy assumes that there 

is an opportunity to participate (Hahn, 2016). Knowledge involves the public in democracies. For example, 

NGOs that work to promote transparency ensures that the public is aware of local legislations. NGOs are 

described in the literature as a typical actor that influences political decisions without being part of 

governmental institutions. Since NGOs are indirectly affecting political decisions, deliberative democracy 

describes how that can happen.   
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2.5 A conceptual framework  
 

International NGOs are actors in an international environment. The international, more extensive system 

makes them have relationships with other actors. The Social Systems Theory is useful to explain the internal 

processes of an NGO, and how these affect their relationship with other actors. According to Social Systems 

Theory (2.1), the system is affected by the demands of other actors. The inputs enter the system and can 

come from other actors and can be funding from more prominent institutions. The outputs of the social 

system are the results of the processes of the system. In other words, the results of the operations 

implemented in the system. A conceptual framework in Figure 3 illustrates how an NGO is part of a 

platform, as a social system and how it relates to other stakeholders with legitimacy. 

 

 
Figure 3. Conceptual framework. The blue platform illustrates deliberative democracy. The small circles illustrate 

actors in the bigger system, and the arrows illustrate the stakeholder relationship between these.  

Stakeholder Theory (2.2) describes the relationship between the actors. In this case, between the NGOs and 

their partners and institutions as Sida. Arenas (2009) explains how the Stakeholder Theory is useful for 

understanding the relationship between stakeholders (Arenas, 2009). When actors know the expectations 

of other actors, it decreases possible conflicts (Arenas, 2009; Morsing, 2006). The relationship can be 

beneficial for the actors because they share their knowledge and expertise (Morsing, 2006). Since NGOs 

are part of bigger networks, the relationship to other actors is inevitable.   

 

Social Systems Theory explains NGOs’ internal processes as a social system and Stakeholder Theory its 

relation to other actors. However, the level of influence NGOs have in the environment is determined by 

their legitimacy level. Clark (2007) describes how the concept of organizational legitimacy (2.3) is produced 

in the social system (Clark, 2007). Since this project aims to explain how NGOs' operations contribute to 

the fulfillment of the SDGs, their level of legitimacy is crucial to understanding their influence. In order for 

IMS, that is the focus of this study to be successful in their project of ensuring information during election-

times – the NGO needs to have that legitimacy. Even though NGOs, as a social system, can gain influence 

through its level of legitimacy, there is a need for a platform where NGOs can exist.  

The concept of deliberative democracy (2.4) can illustrate why NGOs are part of these platforms, and how 

they can make a political influence, without being part of a particular country or a political party. NGOs 

are part of a platform that the concept of deliberative democracy can explain.   
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Deliberative democracy portrays how NGOs can participate in the environment as a social system 

influenced by their relationships with other actors. However, NGOs receive funding for their projects and 

are therefore dependent on the demands of other institutions. Stakeholder Theory explains 

the relationship between their partners. The resources, values, and norms of behavior, the legitimacy of the 

organization considering the values, resources, and the legitimacy of the organization are described with 

Social Systems Theory.  
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3 Method 
 
The following presents the research method, the literature review, and how the study is conducted. The units 

of analysis are clarified, and the qualitative assurance processes are described to ensure the validity of this 

study.   

  
3.1. Research design  
 
This project aims to understand two phenomena, covering the UNs interpretation of two definitions of 

sustainable development. First, the projects focus on the role of NGOs as an enabling actor for stakeholders 

globally. Second, the projects focus on a specific project from an NGO that deals with ensuring access to 

information. Access to information is an indicator of SDG 16 that aims to ensure peace in societies (United 

Nations , 2020).  For this, the study uses a mixed-method, both a case-study analysis using qualitative 

research. A qualitative research method is appropriate because it aims to answer a social phenomenon. There 

are many aspects analyzed in the projects. Therefore, it is going to use a conceptual framework in the analysis. 

 

Taylor (2015) suggests that a qualitative research method is appropriate when seeing a phenomenon from 

different perspectives (Taylor, 2016). Creswell (2009) explains that in qualitative research, the researcher 

must leave their pre-decided thoughts and understandings about the world but rather use concepts and insights 

when collecting data (Creswell, 2009). In the analysis, the study uses a conceptual framework to provide an 

appropriate interpretation of the findings.  

 
3.2. Literature review  
 
Xiao (2019) explains how a literature review is central to academic research. The study needs to rely on 

previous academic findings to put the results in contrast to other research (Xiao, 2019). The literature review 

is the primary data for this study. More specifically, stand-alone literature review. Xiao (2019) refers to 

as stand-alone reviews in four ways. Stand-alone reviews either “describe, test, extend and critique” (Xiao, 

2019, p. 95). According to Xiao (2019), literature reviews that intend to describe the literature focus either 

on collecting data for the research question or data to a concept for the study (Xiao, 2019). This study uses 

the literature review to mainly describe and extend the study by focusing on literature about how NGOs operate 

and how independent media affect democracy in societies.  

The literature review included literature about the theoretical framework.  The literature review for the 

theoretical framework aims to find useful theories to explain this process since this project seeks to understand 

NGOs' role globally and their contribution to sustainable development. The literature review on organizational 

theory narrows down to Social Systems Theory. Social Systems Theory does not explain NGOs as a political 

actor; therefore, theoretical concepts, such as deliberative democracy, explain NGOs' political role. 

Stakeholder Theory focuses on NGOs’ relationships with other actors. The theoretical concepts have been 

found in similar studies and literature about NGOs while doing the literature review. Table 2 presents some of 

the key- terms this study uses to find literature. The keywords presented have been used separately, but also 

combined to get as many results as possible. 

 

Table 2. Keywords that have been used to find literature  

Sustainable development Transparency  Legitimacy  

SDG 16 NGOs Stakeholder Theory  

SDG 17 NGOs West Africa  Deliberative democracy 

 

Data have been withdrawn primarily from the database offered by the Uppsala University library. Google 

Scholar is used to getting an overall view of the literature on the following topics.  Interesting findings relevant 
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from the study is that the role of organizations has become more evident since they are a significant contributor 

to the bridging of interests of states’ and decision-makers (Yan, 2018).  Then also that various stakeholders 

involved and linked to the interests of an NGO, also affect their effectiveness (Kuhl, 2009). These findings in 

the literature review exemplify the role of organizations (and NGOs) in general.  

 
3.3 Unit of analysis   
 
This project seeks to identify enabling factors for an NGO that supports sustainable development done by 

the media. First, the definition of sustainable development is presented, followed by the criterion for 

choosing a suitable NGO for the aim of the research.  

3.3.1 Selection of the Sustainable Development Goals  
The concept of sustainable development is broad; therefore, the definition of sustainable development limits 

to UNs interpretation of the definition, given a natural preference for incorporating the SDGs. There are 17 

SDGs, and this study address mainly two. First, SDG 16: “promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 

sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive 

institutions at all levels” (United Nations , 2020). Here, the freedom of the press and the safety of journalists 

is the connection for choosing this specifically SDG. SDG 16 was most appropriate. SDG 16 focuses on 

building strong and accountable institutions where transparent media has a crucial role (United Nations , 

2020). SDG 16 consists of 12 targets, and indicator 16.10 of the SDG states that “Ensure public access to 

information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national legislation and international 

agreements” (UN, 2020). The goal and the target explicitly mention access to information that, in other 

words, is transparency. The criteria were mainly to cover media and that it has to be part of the SDG.  

The role of NGOs is another criterion. In order to identify a suitable NGO, key terms as NGO and SDG16 

were used in combination. The goal was to find an NGO that covers the topic of transparency, freedom of 

the press in building accountable, and strong institutions. The chosen organization IMS works specifically 

with the freedom of the press, to increase transparency and to make accountable in order to reach sustainable 

societies (IMS, 2020). As a global NGO, it plays a vital role in addressing problems that hinder development 

and coordinate the resources needed for combating corruption.  

The IMS shares expertise and knowledge in the countries in which it operates and works with increasing 

transparency, which is the chosen topic this project is focusing on. Also, IMS is active in more than 30 

countries and describes their work as part of the global agenda (IMS, 2020). For this reason, it is an 

appropriate unit of analysis for this project.  

3.3.2 Case study 
A case- study focuses on an event that occurs over a limited period. It is a suitable research method when 

the purpose of the study is to understand an activity more in-depth (Creswell, 2009; Gerring, 2006). Also, 

it is strategically more adequate to use a case-study when the aim is to understand culturally specific 

information (Creswell, 2009). Gerring (2006) further explains how a case in a case-study research method 

represents many other similar cases (Gerring, 2006).  

The case study is used as a complimentary in-depth information for this study. The research method is 

adequate when the aim is to understand answers that answer questions to how?, that leads to a descriptive 

answer of something that has been asked (Rowley, 2012). For example, there is information about the IMS 

projects on their website, but in the interview, there is a question about how they choose the projects that 

they are going to implement. The name of the project used as a case study for this study is “Strengthening 

police and media relations for the safety of journalists and peaceful, free and fair elections in West Africa.” 

(Betz, 2018). This project is an initiative between Media Foundation for West Africa, IMS, and the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). IMS explains how the purpose of the project is 

to ensure the safety of journalists so they can cover information about the elections, without taking any risks 

(Betz, 2018). The case study is limited to describing three countries in West – Africa and within three years. 

The countries are Ghana (2016), Liberia (2017), and Sierra Leone (2018). The IMS has a publication that 

describes lessons learned and context-specific information about the study.  
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3.4 Data collection  
 
According to Esaiasson (2012), data collected from various sources increases the validity of the presented 

results. Although material collected from interviews to collect personal opinions can neither be right or wrong 

answers (Esaiasson, 2012). The answers are intended to add additional information and aspects to the results. 

Further, Taylor (2016) explains how qualitative research methods are used when the aim is to get personal 

opinions (Taylor, 2016). Data has been retrieved from various sources, using what Robson (2011) refers to as 

mixed methods (Robson, 2011)The material is mainly collected from the literature review, and secondary 

data is retrieved from semi-structures interviews. For the aim of this study, the main interest is to collect data 

about Ghana, Libera and Sierra Leone, which are the countries covered in the projects used as a case study 

for this project. Data concerning the history of media and NGOs in West Africa is also relevant for the study. 

The role of NGOs is of interests to identify the previous relationship with other actors.   

 

3.4.1 Literature review primary data collection 
The literature review was limited to cover NGOs, important information concerning West Africa, and media. 

The literature review focused first on identifying a suitable NGO that worked with implementing projects for 

the SDGs. The NGO IMS was found in searching for NGOs using Google’s database and The World Bank. 

Then, when the suitable NGO IMS was identified, this study focused on identifying the strategies and factors 

that served to be useful for their projects. Primary data about the IMS was collected from the IMS official 

website. In this process, one of the IMS’s projects could provide several examples of their success. The 

publication by the IMS served as a foundation for the study. It describes how the projects were implemented 

in Liberia, Ghana, and Sierra Leone (Betz, 2018). The publication shares reflections and examples of the 

countries. Documents central for the aim of this study are annual reports about the structure of the IMS. 

Material is collected from official documents from the NGO, but also additional data from other literature 

related to the role of NGO concerning other stakeholders and NGOs as political actors and service – providers.  

 

Secondly, the study continues by explaining NGOs as a global partner for allocating the resources needed 

to achieve the rest of the SDGs. While each of the other SDGs focuses on a particular topic as ending poverty 

or ending hunger in the world, SDG 17 is a strategic goal. SDG 17 focuses on how the SDGs can be achieved 

more effectively. It is emphasized in SDG 17: “strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 

global partnership for sustainable development” (United Nations, 2020). This study focuses on NGOs’ role 

as a stakeholder that “share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources, to support the 

achievement of the sustainable development goals in all countries, in particular developing countries” 

(United Nations, 2020). Therefore, NGOs' ability to share expertise and resources is in focus for this study. 

Data concerning NGOs, in general, is relevant. Mainly about the role, structure, and strategies of NGOs is 

central, principally for comparison. The overall goal is to end poverty in the world, and the UN has 

recognized the importance of including all countries, and not only the developing countries in work towards 

ending poverty (Ivanovic, 2018; United Nations, 2020).  

Data is verified from several reliable data sources. Country – specific information is primarily accessed from 

The World Bank (The World Bank , 2020). Data about corruption in the countries was retrieved from 

Transparency International (TI). TI is a global organization that is used by both governments and 

corporations, intending to reduce corruption globally. Since they are operating globally, and cooperate with 

major institutions as the with the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), it is a 

reliable source of data (Transparency International, 2018). Information about the SDGs is taken from the 

official website by the United Nations (UN, 2020). Data about the SDGs is from the UNs website and 

additional sources. 

 

3.4.2 Semi-structured interviews  
A semi-structured method is used because the aim is to get answers on a number specific of questions. Using 

an unstructured interview can lead to the situation when the interview elaborates much on a question, and 

that there is not an answer given (Esaiasson, 2012). Secondary data is collected through semi-structured 

interviews. Further, Esaiasson (2012) explains how participants should be a central actor to the study, which 

means that it has to be relevant individuals that can provide answers relevant to the study (Esaiasson, 2012).  

The participants are, therefore, people working in NGOs. The semi-structured interviews are conducted to 
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get personal opinions from the staff working at NGOs. Important to mention is that the participants are 

interviewed as representatives for their respective organization.  Firstly, data from interviews were conducted 

from staff from the IMS headquarter in Denmark, specifically, with Head of the Rapid Response department. 

The Rapid Response department is responsible for the implementation of the project used as a case study for 

this study. Sugar could, therefore, provide insight into how the projects developed.  

 

Due to Covid-19, IMS could not prioritize external interviews. Therefore, the second interview was conducted 

with a humanitarian aid officer from another development aid organization. The humanitarian aid officer 

could not provide information about the project because it is one of IMS’s projects. However, he could provide 

and share reflections about NGOs role that is the aim of this study.  

 

The answers form the interviewed provided data about NGOs and their relations to other actors. Diakonia is 

an NGO with the head office in Stockholm (Diakonia, 2020). Similarly to the IMS, Diakonia work and 

implement projects in many parts of the world. Furthermore, when they implement projects, they consider the 

local context (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020).  In this case, the NGO Diakonia has several 

similarities with the IMS. Therefore it is considered to be relevant to answer the questions needed for the 

study. The interviewees received a consent form. The consent form is a GDPR-consent form and accessed 

through Uppsala University (Appendix 2). At the beginning of the interview, the interviewees were informed 

that the interview would be recorded. After the interview, the interviewee received a summary of the interview 

for validation. According to Creswell (2009), a qualitative research method focuses on understanding the 

relationships and circumstances in the natural setting (Creswell, 2009). Preferably there should not be more 

than twelve prepared questions in a semi-structured interview (Rowley, 2012). Following this 

recommendation, the interview-questions for this study covered six different topics. In line with 

Esaiasson’s (2012) point of view, the first question was concerning the participants (Esaiasson, 2012). A 

question about the participant background is useful for establishing a good relationship between the 

participant and the interviewer.  

 

It is the participant's views and opinions that are of interest in this study. The questions are structured to 

understand and elaborate quickly to get as much information as possible. The aim is to understand the 

participants' views and how they perceive the role of NGOs’. Therefore, there is not an incorrect answer to 

the questions. The answers from the semi-structured interviews try to understand the role that independent 

media have for societies. According to the UN (2020), ensuring access for the public is one way of 

promoting peaceful societies Peace is important for sustainable development (United Nations , 2020). 

 
3.5 Analysis of data  
 
The answers provided in the semi-structured interviews are analyzed several times. The collected data is 

analyzed while collecting data from various sources. The data was mainly from the literature review, 

documents, as well as the semi-structured interviews. The aim is to understand the contribution of NGOs 

for sustainable development by promoting independent media. Therefore, data from the organization itself 

is valuable, as well as literature about NGOs in general. Previous research about similar NGOs contributes 

to understandings of the strategies of NGOs globally. However, one could question the objectivity of 

individuals since all individuals have experiences that are, in some way, biased by the researcher 

(Neuendorf, 2017 ). The interview – guide (Appendix 1) provides themes from which the interview- 

questions are constructed, which is the preparation for the study. It also ensures that all the interviews 

follow the same thematics and interview questions to ensure the study's reliability.  
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Table 3 present the interviewees and the validation process. 

Table 3. The participants and the validation process   

Name and position  NGO Date for the 

interview  

Date for 

validation  

Validation of the 

final version  

Andreas Sugar, 

Head of the Rapid 

Response Department 

International 

Media 

Support 

Mars 31, 2020 April 14, 2020 July 2, 2020 

Julle Bergenholtz-

Foglander, Humanitarian 

aid Office 

Diakonia  April 22, 2020 June 1, 2020 June 29, 2020 

 

The table presents the name and the position of the interviewees and the date for the interview. The date for 

validation is the date when the GDPR- formed was signed and received. The rights column is the date when 

the participants approved how the data has been used in the final version of the thesis.  Table 4 shows the 

process of interpreting the data from the interviews.  

 

Table 4: Description of the process for the analysis of data from the semi-structured interviews 

Esaiassons process  This research  

The interviews were read to get an overall 

understanding. The interviewer answers were 

highlighted.  

The answers were read, and the interviewees' 

answers were highlighted.  

The answers were read again, carefully. Notes 

were taken.  

The answers were read a second time, and notes 

were added.  

The answers were categorized and following the 

conceptual framework  

The material was thematic categorized, and a 

summary was written.  

- A summary was sent for validation to the 

participant  

 

The left column shows the example provided in Esaiasson’s literature that described how answers from 

interviews could be analyzed (Esaiasson, 2012, p. 270) This study has done a similar interpretation and 

analysis as Esaiasson, of the answers from the interview. The right column shows the process of analyzing 

the data in this research. 

 
3.6 Ethical aspects  
 
Ethical considerations are taken mainly for the participants of this study. How the answers were going to be 

used was informed to the participants before the interview. It was important to ensure that the participants 

understood the aim of the study and their involvement in the process.   

The participants received and signed a consent form. The consent-form that followed the requirements of 

GDPR aimed to ensure that the participants approved to participate and that their answers could be used in 

this study (Appendix 2; Appendix 3). Information received from the semi-structured interview was verified 

from other sources, so ensure the validity. Although this was considered when it came to fact-based 

questions since the aim of the interview is to get the participants' personal views and opinions.  

Ethical considerations were also taken concerning the choice of NGO. NGOs that advocate for better 

environmental practices are the ones usually mentioned in literature. Therefore, the advantages that NGOs 

possess may be unseen concerning other topics because their interests are often only visible in this context 
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(Harangozó, 2015). That has been taken into consideration, and therefore this project tries to highlight other 

benefits that an NGO has.  

In regards to the operations of NGOs, scholars as Navarro (2018), emphasizes the implications of cultures 

and their impact it has on people’s attitudes towards NGOs (Navarro-Galera, 2018). However, it may affect 

countries' relations with NGOs, the cultural aspect, and the consequences of cultural differences in not 

included in this study.  
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4 Empirics 
 

This chapter presents the results from the literature review and the semi-structured interviews. It starts by 

describing Sustainable Development Goals 16 and 17 that are addressed in this study. Then, the empirics 

presents non-governmental organization International Media Support, the case study, and the role of 

partners and independent media for sustainable development. 

 
4.1 The Sustainable Development Goals  
 

One definition of sustainable development is “maintaining economic, social and environmental benefits 

over the long term” (Navarro-Galera, 2018, 21). This study uses UNs definitions of sustainable development 

throughout the study. There is a broad range of aspects of sustainable development that are not considered.  

 

 

Figure 4 and 5. Both peace, justice and strong institutions and partnerships for the goals are necessary to achieve 

sustainable development (United Nations ,2020). 

Similarly, the UN emphasizes through the SDGs that it requires a holistic approach to reach the goals until 

2030 (United Nations, 2020). According to the UN, there needs to be an involvement of public, private, and 

other stakeholders to achieve the SDGs (Ivanovic, 2018; United Nations, 2020).  SDG 16 aims to “Promote 

peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and build 

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels” (United Nations , 2020). First, the importance 

of media to create accountable institutions is presented. For instance, how media contributes to democracy 

and by extension to peace. Secondly, SDG 17 is presented. SDG 17 aims to “Strengthen the means of 

implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development”  (United Nations, 2020). 

This study addressed NGOs as a partner for achieving the SDGs.  

 
4.2 The role of media for a democracy  
 
This section starts by explaining the media’s role for democracy and the challenges with implementing a 

free press. The UN (2020 describes access to information as an indicator for creating peaceful and inclusive 

societies for sustainable development (Ivanovic, 2018; United Nations, 2020). The main objective for 

introducing democracy is because the UN describes democracy as one indicator for achieving peace. Peace 
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is necessary for achieving sustainable development (Ivanovic, 2018). Independent media contributes to 

societies by investigating and informing the public about activities. Independent information pressures 

authorities to take responsibility for their decisions because their political activities are open for criticism 

(Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). Therefore, the focus in this section is to understand the importance of having 

independent media to create peaceful societies. Independent media investigates and provides the public with 

information about the activities of the government. In a democracy, the function of the media is to provide 

the public with accurate information to make institutions accountable.  

The public mainly receives information through media. Media involvement is essential in democratic 

processes because it shapes public opinions (IREX, 2020). In order to ensure reliable information and 

democratic processes, it is vital to have access to reliable information (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013), especially 

during election-periods. During election periods, media coverage concerning the candidates and the 

electoral process affects the public's choice of candidates (Abuya, 2017; Temin, 2002). Furthermore, Temin 

(2002) explains that independent media is necessary for developing countries, often because they have 

ongoing democratic processes. During elections, political candidates are heard easily through mass media 

(Temin, 2002). Independent media have many functions. In democratic societies, one of the functions is to 

investigate and write about government activities. In order to do this, governments must also provide access 

to information to the public. The transparency makes sure that governments do what they promised the 

public (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). Media is necessary to achieve the publics’ trust. Media can both underpin 

or promote democracy. For a democracy, it is essential to ensure that the public has access to non – biased 

information as much as possible (Charles, 2013; Temin, 2002). 

Countries with governments that are open and transparent increase their credibility (Charles, 2013). 

Governments that are transparent ensure that they stay accountable for the promises they have given the 

public (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). On the contrary, governments that do not provide information creates 

mistrust (Charles, 2013). Sugar (2020), works in an NGO that promotes independent media, explains why 

it is essential to have journalists provide the public with information (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

 

“Our reason to support the journalists is not for the sake of journalists. Yes, of course, it 

is. But even more important, it is to make sure that the local populations have access to 

true credible information. So they know what's going on in the country so that their power 

and governments are being held to account “(Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

 

 

Sugar (2020) argues that independent media is for the benefit of the public (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

Credible information is crucial for strong institutions that, in turn, are needed so societies can live in peace 

(Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). As mentioned before, access to information is more important than ever during 

elections (Betz, 2018; Pers. com. Sugar, 2020).  

“I think there's no denying and especially in these years as well no denying that the 

importance and the role of constructive professional media in any democracy. And even 

more so in more fragile countries” (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

Sugar (2020) addresses the media’s role in democratic countries. Moreover, democracy demands access to 

information and to have freedom of the press (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). For example, radio is the primary 

media in Ghana (The World Bank Group , 2019).  

 
4.3 Freedom of the press  
 
The freedom of the press, or what the United Nations defines as access to information to be an indicator of 

sustainable development (United Nations , 2020). Freedom of the press is one way to get access to 

information (IMS, 2020). According to Sugar (2020), working for the freedom of the press comes with 

challenges. The challenges have mostly to do with local opposition, lack of trust, and concern about the 

journalist's capacities. Further, the size of the challenges is circumstantial and different depending on the 
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region. For example, one challenge is that there are local authorities who do not want a free press. (Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020). Another challenge has to do with the capacity of the people involved in the projects. 

Sugar (2020) describes how the local journalists' capacity varies a lot and, therefore, the quality of the work 

(Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). Sugar (2020) continues by explaining that, in some cases, just access to local 

partners is a big challenge (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020.  Further, another challenge in work for access to 

information for media is, according to Sugar, a lack of appreciation for good journalism. 

 

“It's a general lack of appreciation for good journalism. It goes both for sort of the media 

bashing has become more and more popular among the world leaders. From President 

Trump who read it, you barely have a day where you start like talk about fake news or the 

failing New York Times or I mean, constant media bashing” (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020).  

 

The misuse of media has led to a decrease of appreciation and trust in media (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

Information can also be shared through social media (Agopian, 2012). Sugar (2020) describes social 

media as a challenge. In one way, the reach through social media is vast in countries in West Africa. 

On the other hand, the public takes social media's information as the truth (Pers. Com, Sugar, 2020).  

 
4.4 Non- Governmental Organizations  
 
This section describes NGOs’ role as a service-provider and partner for implementing the SDGs. Further, it 

presents some of the major challenges for implementing a project in developing countries. The NGO IMS 

will be presented more in-depth in the next chapter (4.6 International Media Support). This section will also 

present experiences from staff working at the NGO Diakonia. Bergenholtz-Foglander works for an NGO 

that is active in 25 countries globally. The NGO is a decentralized organization, which means that the 

countries have local offices and employ local staff. In order to work in the countries, they have to follow 

local legislation and register as an NGO (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020).  

Unlike other international organizations, NGOs have no national agenda (Arhin, 2016; Atack, 1999; 

Brownell, 2017). Arhin (2016), Atack (1999), and Baur (2011) argue that NGOs claim to represent universal 

values and often claim to advocate for a specific problem  (Arhin, 2016; Atack, 1999; Baur, 2011; van der 

Borgh, 2012). There are international, regional, and local NGOs. NGOs are in different sizes and often 

advocate for human rights questions (Atack, 1999; Yan, 2018).  NGOs bridge the interests of various 

stakeholders (Harangozó, 2015; Yan, 2018). According to the UN (2020), the partnerships that NGOs 

promote through their networks are useful to promote the knowledge and the resources to achieve other 

targets (Brownell, 2017; United Nations, 2020). In general, NGOs operate for the interests of a particular 

group of people or a specific topic. The group or the topic is chosen according to what the NGOs consider 

useful (Brownell, 2017; van der Borgh, 2012). Similar to Arhin’s (2016) description, this study sees NGOs’ 

role as service- providers as facilitators and for their work in advocacy. Their role as service-provider shows 

when they provide the needs of the group that needs it (Arhin, 2016). NGOs’ relationships with actors are 

often institutions that fund the operations and other partners that they cooperate with (Brownell, 2017; van 

der Borgh, 2012). 

4.4.1 Non – Governmental Organizations as a service - provider 
The organization that Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) works for addresses human rights. The NGO IMS 

advocates for independent media, among other things. Both NGOs operate considering the local situation 

and the local context (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). Diakonia is part 

of the network called ACT Alliance (source). During the cyclone in Mozambique, Diakonia provided help 

through the network ACT Alliance by sending one of their staff members who had experience in working 

in Mozambique to facilitate the situation for other organizations (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020).  

Another example is how the NGO addresses the challenges during the Corona pandemic that occurred 

globally in 2020. The Corona Pandemic did not only cause disturbances in the NGO-sector but also 

economic and health challenges globally (Gössling, 2020). During this period, the local countries in 
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Diakonia reach out to the headquarter for a reallocation of the priorities. The reason was that they now faced 

other challenges. There is a need for food instead of other long-termed projects (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-

Foglander, 2020). Here, Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) describes that the International Department at 

Diakonia started a process when they wanted to prioritized humanitarian aid because the demands changed 

(Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). Since their grants from Sida are conditioned, they started a 

negotiation to reallocate the funds (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). For the time of the interview, 

this was still an ongoing process. However, Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) emphasizes that Sida makes the 

final decision about how the allocated money will be spent. Even though the needs can change, it does not 

mean that the donor approves the changes. Although, these situations highlight Diakonia’s ability to analyze 

the situation and can adapt to the changes to become a relevant partner (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 

2020).  

4.4.2 Non-Governmental organizations as partners  
According to Arhin (2016), NGOs have various roles globally (Arhin, 2016). In fact, some NGOs have 

gained so much influence that some have consultative status within the UN (Brownell, 2017). One primary 

reason because the UN values NGOs is because they have many different functions globally (Arhin, 2016; 

Atack, 1999). For instance, NGOs serve to balance the interests of multinational corporations globally (Yan, 

2018).  

“We are part of many different networks. We at Diakonia are connected to other civil 

society organizations. We are also connected to the different departments of foreign affairs. 

We also have contact with the media…” (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). 

Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) works with humanitarian assistance at Diakonia, an international NGO with 

its headquarters based in Stockholm. Diakonia’s addresses human rights for everyone, democratic principles 

using political advocacy and humanitarian aid (Diakonia, 2020). Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020), who works 

at the International Department, further explains stakeholder engagement as two-sided (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). On the one hand, Diakonia has local partners in the countries where they are 

operating. On the other hand, they have a relation to their major donors, which is Sida. According to 

Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020), the relationship is good because Sida trusts the organization's results. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) explains the position of the NGO to be two-sided. Figure 6 illustrates the 

position of the NGO and their relation towards their local partner and their donor Sida (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). 

 

Figure 6. NGOs are their relations (illustration by the author).  

Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) explains that the NGO Diakonia has established a good relationship with 

their partners and their donors. (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). Diakonia fulfills those promises 

and presents results that show that they reach those results they promise to implement (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). On top of this, Diakonia has established qualitative results – mechanisms 
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that ensure that their projects are successful. One strategy to establish a good project is that they are based 

on a context-specific analysis. Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) explains how qualitative measures evaluate 

the results, and therefore, their projects are improved constantly (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020).  

4.4.3 The challenges of an NGO working for human rights  
NGOs are like any other global stakeholders vulnerable to local and global threats (Francescato, 2015). van 

der Borgh (2012) explains a major trend for NGOs globally; the restrictions for them to operate (van der 

Borgh, 2012). As van der Borgh (2012) points out, NGOs' operating space is largely dependent on the local, 

national, and political contexts. In more democratic countries,  human rights can be easy to work with, but 

it is more difficult in countries where the government wants to have control (van der Borgh, 2012). Adding 

to this, Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) explain that countries that require demands are the countries where 

governments want to have control (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). Diakonia works specifically 

to promote human rights for vulnerable groups (Diakonia, 2020). Thus, it can be challenging for vulnerable 

groups to register because the government does not want them to address their human rights (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; van der Borgh, 2012). 

Francescato (2015), explains how challenges can be local oppositions. The government opposes the 

operations of an NGO is because they do not agree with the values or with the activities that NGOs’ stand 

for (Francescato, 2015). One challenge is countries attitudes towards civil society groups as NGOs. For this 

reason, some countries have different restrictions. Some countries have clear regulations concerning civil 

society organizations (van der Borgh, 2012). In order to make it difficult for NGOs to operate, countries can 

have restrictive actions. For instance, to make it difficult for NGOs to register as an organization, that is 

necessary to operate the country  (van der Borgh, 2012, p. 1071). Bergenholtz-Foglander, who works for an 

NGO that addresses human rights questions, provided examples of the challenges. For example, Bangladesh 

is one country that requires NGOs to apply for permission to start a humanitarian project (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; van der Borgh, 2012). Bangladesh changed its legislation regarding 

humanitarian projects. They demanded NGOs to apply for permission to start humanitarian aid projects and 

operate in the country. In this case, Bangladesh required information regarding the project’s outcome (Pers. 

com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020).  

Further, Bergenholtz-Foglander explains that the challenge is to implement the projects without adapting to 

the government's demands since the projects are based on an analysis of the local context and needs. For 

this reason, NGOs as Diakonia strive to implement the projects based on the analysis. (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). The language-barrier causes difficulties for vulnerable groups to register as 

an NGO and start working (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). One problem is that, in some 

countries, minorities speak differently from the people in the capital. It makes it difficult for vulnerable 

groups to take part in documents that are written in the official language.  

Further, a new challenge in development aid is shrinking space (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). 

In many countries, shrinking space means that efforts are made to prevent democratization. It causes 

challenges for NGOs that want to work with human rights questions (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 

2020; van der Borgh, 2012).  

“We want to protect human rights, and we want to maintain democracy, and make sure 

that something that is not democracy is called for democracy” (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-

Foglander, 2020, own translation).  

Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) explains how he, as a humanitarian aid officer, must consider the local 

context before implementing a project. The local context decides what risks they can take as an organization. 

The challenge is to continue working in an environment that is putting difficulties to operate. Bergenholtz-

Foglander (2020) describes this problematic situation as a balance between operating progressively or how 

much risk they can take (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). Similarly, to Diakonia, the NGO IMS 

faces the same challenges in their work. One of the themes they are working on is to ensure the safety of 

journalists (IMS, 2020). Here, the challenge is to ensure the safety of both the journalists and the staff of 

the NGO during the projects (IMS, 2020; Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). Table 5 presents the identified challenges 

of the NGOs’.  
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Table 5. Identified challenges for non-governmental organizations  

Governments that want to have control Local legislation 

Shrinking space Language-barrier  

 

Adding to this, IMS argues that prioritizing is part of their work. The NGO does not have enough resources 

to be everywhere and to implement projects in all the places where there is a need for promoting independent 

media (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). The NGO IMS consists of sub-departments, and each department has their 

responsibility (IMS, 2020). Sugar (2020), explains that his department's challenges are the funding and 

human resources (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

 

4.5 The challenges in West Africa  
 
The challenge is different in the countries in West Africa. According to Sugar (2020), it is challenging to 

know how to prioritize the activities based on the needs (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). For example, there are 

challenges concerning the communication and coordination with local authorities. IMS is not immune to 

other external factors, and some challenges are external. An opposing environment causes difficulties in the 

projects and the activities. The IMS wants to change but has adapted to local circumstances and are careful 

not to put any involved in the project in danger (IMS, 2020; Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

 

“Sometimes or in some places, the challenges are external. Both working in places where 

local authorities don't want a free press and therefore by extension don't like the work that 

we do. Partners being under tremendous pressure. And of course, we don't want to come 

from the outside and make him do work. That, in the end, puts them at risk, that's something 

that we need to be careful about. In other places, it’s the level of skills, and knowledge and 

so of local journalists, it varies a lot” (Pers. com. Sugar, IMS, 2020). 

According to Sugar (2020), the challenges differ depending on the (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

4.5.1 Democratic processes the Media in West Africa  
Independent media in West Africa is implemented because its contributing to democratic processes, and 

sustainable development. For this, it is important to understand the local context, the challenges and attitudes 

towards NGOs and the government in West Africa.  

Ghana's media reforms are one of the most advances in Africa. Ghana went through changes in its media 

landscape during the 1990s. The government allowed more freedom of expression (The World Bank Group, 

2019). Temin's (2002) research about the media's role in Ghana's previous elections draws a clear connection 

between the developed media reforms and democratic advances (Temin, 2002). Private media started to 

develop around the elections of 1996s, although the media coverage was very biased during that period 

(Temin, 2002). Medias role in Ghana is as essential as it is in any democratic country. However, it was 

earlier unequally distributed across the country (Temin, 2002). In addition to this, Temin (2002) argues that 

is has played a significant role in the democratic process of Ghana, and the countries' development of a 

multiparty system. Also, the media is contributing to crucial Ghana's successful elections (Temin, 2002). 

The same conclusion has been made in Liberia. According to the IMS, the freedom of the press has 

contributed to Liberia’s relatively peaceful situation around the election – times (Betz, 2018). Liberia is a 

post-conflict country. In the intend of rebuilding a functioning country, the country faces challenges when 

it comes to democratization in particular. According to Brownell (2017), Liberia lacks the resources needed 

for rebuilding the country (Brownell, 2017). Sierra Leone distinguishes by their absence of letting the public 

participate politically. Their local leaders possess a significant role in leading the country. The local leaders 

take the decisions, and the consequences are that they become leaders whose decisions are not allowed to 

go against (Sam, 2019). For instance, journalists have put themselves at risk because the public does not 
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trust the media to be transparent (Betz, 2018). Before the elections in Liberia in 2017, UN - forces were in 

charge of the security around the time of elections. The election in 2017 was the first time that the Liberians 

were responsible for the security during election – periods (Betz, 2018). The projects have contributed to 

providing the public with information during the elections.  

“I think our political role is to help to develop and support media actors that represent that 

and a force that's important insurance because through a free press and an independent 

professional media you contribute to having a more well-informed public. It will help them 

make their choices, whether it's on Election Day or just in general. They need to know 

what's going on in that in their country and in their world. And this is what media help 

them to do” (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020).  

 

Sugar (2020) points out the importance of having access to independent media, especially during election 

periods (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

4.5.2 Corruption in West Africa 
Corruption is defined as bribes, lack of transparency, but also the concentration of power. Low salaries for 

people in the public sector can be one explanation of the high number of bribes in countries. The public pay 

bribes for utilizing public services like schooling and medical treatments (Lee-Jones, 2019). Ghana, Liberia, 

and Sierra Leone have a low rate in the Corruption Perception Index (CPI).  The index rates countries, 

depending on their level of corruption in the public sphere. Table 6 shows the results of the Corruption 

Perception Index from TI from 2015-2019. As seen in Table 6, all countries have low numbers in the CPI. 

In both Ghana and Liberia, the numbers are decreasing, meaning that there is more corruption today than 

there was some years ago (Transparency International, 2018). 

Table 6. The number on the Corruption Perception Index from 2015-2019 in Ghana, Libera and Sierra Leone. 100 

indicates that there is no corruption (Transparency International, 2018) 

 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 

Ghana 41 41 40 43 47 

Liberia 28 32 31 37 37 

Sierra Leone 33 30 30 30 29 

 

According to TI, Liberia has serious problems when it comes to corruption. The public mistrust toward the 

government leads to passiveness because the public does not believe that the government will take action if 

corruption is reported (Lee-Jones, 2019). Data from 2018 shows that the public rates the police as the most 

corrupt authority in Liberia (Lee-Jones, 2019). The public acknowledges the high amount of bribery 

received by the police. Overall, the public acknowledges the high level of corruption of decision-makers. 

Locally, with the police, and also in the government (Lee-Jones, 2019). IMS, as well as Transparency 

International, confirm the high corruption rate in Liberia. Liberia’s rate in the CPI was 28/100 in 2019 

(Transparency International, 2018). 

 
4.6 International Media Support  
 
For this study's aim, the projects have studied a case more in-depth from a particular NGO. International 

Media Support works specifically with the freedom of the press for sustainable development. The section 

aims to give the background information of the NGO, identify some of the NGOs’ competences, and 

understand their project and how they contribute to sustainable development.  

4.6.1 The history of International Media Support  
This study addresses a case more in-depth from the NGO International Media Support. The history traces 



 
 

 
 

24 
 
 
 
 

back to 2001. The IMS was founded when they saw the misuse of media during the conflicts in Rwanda 

and the Balkans (IMS, 2020). IMS works to promote independent media in many countries. IMS work is 

necessary for democratization and to reduce conflict. Also, they have an essential role as partners for the 

implementation of projects globally (IMS, 2020). “International Media Support is a non – profit 

organization working to strengthen the capacity of media and reduce conflict, strengthen democracy and 

facilitate dialogue” (IMS, 2020). Additionally, the IMS emphasizes their contribution to reaching the SDG, 

specifically targeting 16.1 that points out the importance of having access to reliable information to achieve 

peace (IMS, 2020).  

“We're working to support and assist and help professionalize the independent media and 

around the world, promoting good journalism, focusing both on content production, but 

also what we call an enabling environment. So, making sure that when journalists work 

around the world, they do it safely.” (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

IMS supports the work of the freedom of the press by securing the safety of the journalists. Journalists can 

be in danger because they cover and inform the public (IMS, 2020). They strive for promoting good 

journalism, which they describe as journalism that is independent, and relevant for the public  (IMS, 2020).  

The headquarter of the IMS is in Copenhagen, Denmark, but they have projects in more than 30 countries 

(IMS, 2020). Because of this, their staff is very mixed, both when it comes to nationalities, but also when it 

comes to skills (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). There are about 110 employees working for the IMS (IMS, 2020).  

“We are a very international organization. I think we are around 110 staff worldwide, but 

we count close to 40 nationalities” (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020).  

Their mixed staff gives IMS local knowledge that facilitates the implementation of their projects (Pers. 

com., Sugar, 2020). 

“One of the hallmarks of our work is that we really have to be context relevant, so we don't 

engage anywhere without having a pretty good idea about the context.” 

 (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020).  

Sugar (2020) argues that it is crucial to know the local contexts of working in order to have successful projects 

(Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). The IMS is part of the Global Investigative Journalism Network (Global Investigate 

Journalism Network , 2020). The Global Investigative Journalism Network is an association focusing on 

sharing information between journalists. The networks have special attention to those working from 

repressive regimes (Global Investigative Journalism Network , 2020). 

4.6.2 International Media Supports’ key competences 
The IMS focuses on having reliable information that is important in conflict zones (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

The priorities of IMS are to support good journalism. According to IMS, good journalism is of public 

interest (IMS,2020). To ensure the safety of journalists and to provide access to information.  When it comes 

to their operations, the IMS strives to work long–term engagement with partners (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020).  

The IMS needs to consider the local context before starting with a project. For this, the IMS operations are 

together with local organizations (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). In addition to this, the IMS considers it 

important to include women and minorities for democratic development (IMS, 2020). IMS follows 

international legislations and are as any other global actor, affected by political decisions and influenced by 

media. The internal resources of IMS are many. Firstly, they have a staff of many nationalities that have 

insight into the local context where they are working. An understanding of the local context creates trust 

towards stakeholders and allows IMS to implement projects successfully. Secondly, their staff has many 

professions, that increases the quality of their work (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020).  

The different departments at IMS are responsible for various projects. The department for rapid response 

implements shorter projects that are implemented quickly, many times, for humanitarian assistance (Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020). The operations of IMS are determined by the available resources, depending on the 

economic possibilities. Around half of their funding came from the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and Sida. A small part of their total income comes from other sources (IMS, 2020).  Sugar, Head of the 
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Rapid Response mechanism, explains what the IMS consider before implementing a new project:  

“Prioritizing is always is a big part of the work because we can be everywhere. We don't 

have funding for that. We don't have the human resources either. I think we do around usually 

eight to eight to 10 rapid response interventions a year of varying size and involvement. But 

that is sort of more than enough” (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

The projects depend on the number of resources available. Further is a presentation of three of the projects 

implemented by the department. It started with one project, but it was successful that the department decided 

to implement it in more countries (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

 
4.7 Strengthening police and media relations in West Africa  
 
One of the IMS projects has been very successful and, therefore, implemented in several countries (Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020). The project was in their publication about lessons learned named: “Strengthening police 

and media relations for the safety of journalists and peace, free and fair elections in West Africa” (Betz, 

2018). Following is a description of the case and the situation in West Africa. The study has more 

specifically focused on these projects as a case for this study. 

4.7.1 Background information about the case 
The project to strengthen police and media relations in West Africa was implemented in cooperation with 

the Media Foundation for West Africa and an organization name ECOWAS. The organizations cooperated 

with the police to ensure the safety of journalists in Ghana in 2016, Liberia in 2017, and Sierra Leone in 

2018 (Betz, 2018). The project was short-interventions and focusing on exchanging knowledge between the 

police force and the media, which were coordinated by the IMS (Betz, 2018).Th e project aims to establish 

a good relationship between the journalist and the police. The journalists need to cover news about the 

candidates and the electoral process during periods of an election. However, the police are accused of being 

partisan (Betz, 2018). Sugar (2020) Head of Rapid Response, that was the department that implemented the 

project in West Africa explains the role of IMS as a facilitator between the police and the journalists (Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020).  

“Bringing them together and have these dialog meetings where they get a more a better 

understanding of each other's role during the electoral process, that might help” (Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020). 

IMS creates room for dialogue. IMS coordinated a meeting to build a relationship between the two actors. 

In this case, it was trough the coordination of police – and media dialogue. The primary purpose was to 

create an understanding of their roles (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). The desired outcome was to ensure that the 

public and other stakeholders want to receive independent information about the electoral process  (Betz, 

2018).  

The main problem in West Africa is violence towards journalists, at least when it comes to cover information 

about elections. Journalists writing about the electoral process and the political candidates became targets 

of violence and attacked by political activists (Betz, 2018). The journalists also receive threats send by 

message and phone -calls (Nyarko, 2017). In IMS’s project, there is cooperation with security forces to 

ensure their safety (Betz, 2018). Nyarko (2017) explains that threats and violence towards media staff are 

common in conflict -zones and extreme circumstances (Nyarko, 2017). For example, violence increases 

during periods of elections (Betz, 2018). The violence towards media -staff in Ghana has been so brutal that 

it has led to deaths (Nyarko, 2017).  

The civil war in Sierra Leone ended in 2002 (Bolten, 2014), making it a post-conflict country (The World 

Bank Group, 2019). During this period, the country started to receive international aid (Bolten, 2014). 

Bolten (2014), who has studied the effects of NGOs in Sierra Leone for ten years, relates that the 

organizations that were unfamiliar with how an organization should operate in the country (Bolten, 2014). 

There are high unemployment and corruption, and a lack of transparency, especially in regards to how they 
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manage their natural resources (The World Bank Group, 2019). The main problem in Ghana is the mistrust 

towards the police and the media (Betz, 2018). Adding to this, police violence is common (Beek, 2013). 

The public accuses the police of not respecting the freedom of the press. The mistrust of reliable information 

has led to a situation where the public does not trust the information provided them either (Betz, 2018). The 

lack of trust is what has caused violence because the local does not trust that the authorities provide them 

with correct information (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013).  

4.7.2 International Media Support in West Africa 
There are many NGOs in Africa because governments lack in coordinating the country (van der Borgh, 

2012). West Africa has a history with NGOs. NGOs operating in West Africa were noticed in the 1980s, 

but their history in the country traces back in time (Brownell, 2017). The last one mentioned is what Arhin 

(2016) describes as service-providers (Arhin, 2016). NGOs function as a third pillar in their work to 

advocate for their interests, especially vulnerable groups. For example, NGOs advocate for the interests of 

the poor, allocate necessary resources and make the governments accountable for human rights violations 
(Atack, 1999; Arhin, 2016). NGOs have been essential for combating poverty in Ghana, and the number of 

NGOs in Ghana is increasing (Arhin, 2016). The IMS uses its resources and capacity to coordinate a 

dialogue during a period that otherwise is characterized by conflict in West Africa (Betz, 2018). IMS 

departments see how and where they should operate. Also, what partners they should engage with (Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020). 

“We'll figure out in this whole thing where does the IMS fit in. And then we'll design our 

program, whether short or long term. And that also determines whom we engage with  

(Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

Sugar (2020) is head of the department that engages in shorter projects. The projects of the rapid-response-

department usually do not last more than a year (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). The local situations determine 

where and how IMS fit into the local context and what actors need to be involved (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

In these projects, the IMS created room for dialogue with the security forces and the police  (Betz, 2018). 

Identified stakeholders in the project in West Africa are the journalists, the police, the public, and the other 

security forces, which are illustrated in Figure 5.  

 

 

Figure 5. International Media Supports and their stakeholder-relations in the projects in West Africa (illustration by 

the author).  

In addition to this, the most important stakeholders are the public—the public gain from the project outcome. 

The project results are that the public obtains independent information about the electoral process without 

putting themselves at any risk. However, Sugar (2020) emphasizes that the stakeholders vary depending on 

the country. Stakeholders vary from country to country (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). The journalists, the police, 

the security forces, and the public were the main actors in the project in West Africa. The police told how 

successful cooperation has been. Bringing the police colleagues to the next countries is explained as a factor 

of success by Sugar (2020). Sugar (2020) explains it as a new experience, that proved to be very successful 



 
 

 
 

27 
 
 
 
 

(Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

“But even on partnerships, that's also an important one. It's not just our partnerships with 

our partners, but it's also encouraging us and helping the local media establish their 

partnerships. For instance, when you do investigative journalism, it's very important that 

journalists and media work together with local civil society organizations, with academia, 

with whatever, you know, good investigative journalism is usually the product of 

partnerships that go beyond the media sector”  (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

   

The IMS gain their legitimacy by the close cooperation with local partners. After the project was 

implemented in Ghana, there were no reported incidents to journalists (Betz, 2018). IMS considers the local 

situation when they decide to implement a project. With this in mind, the local authorities notice their respect 

and gain their trust. Israr (2006) explains how the values of an organization also are reproduced in the 

behavior of their staff (Israr, 2006).  

 
4.8 Non-Governmental Organizations work for legitimacy  
 
NGOs need to be legitimate to fulfill their operations and to work for their aim (Bitektine, 2011). Here are 

some examples of how NGOs, in general, gain legitimacy, but also how the IMS gained legitimacy in the 

projects in West Africa. According to Atack (1999), NGOs gain their legitimacy through their work. The 

effectiveness gives them status and legitimacy (Atack, 1999). The IMS, together with the two other 

organizations, convinced both the journalists and the police to participate in this project (Pers. com. Sugar, 

2020). When the police explained and confirmed how the implementation of the projects was beneficial for 

them, it increased their belief in the success of the organizations’ projects (IMS, 2020; Pers. com. Sugar, 

2020). As a result, the next country that participated in the project gained trust, not only towards the 

organization but also towards their projects and their intention. Atack (1999) explains that NGOs gain the 

trust of the locals when they are transparent and accountable for what they implement, especially concerning 

their partners (Atack, 1999). Apart from this, understanding the local context is, according to the IMS, one 

factor of success that has contributed to building the legitimacy of the NGO. To work closely and to 

understand the local context is of significant importance. 

“Whatever we do and where we work, we always work very close closely with local 

partners, who know the country to have the local credibility and legitimacy locally. Thereby 

we also get that legitimacy” (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

Additionally, NGOs earn their legitimacy because of their values, and because they want something that, 

according to them, is good. Lister (2003) discuss the legitimacy of NGOs with the underlying assumption 

that it is a social construction. The concept of legitimacy offers vaguely different definitions, but all refer 

more or less to the same concept (Lister, 2003). 
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5. Analysis 
 
This section analyses the empirical findings collected from the literature review and the semi-structured 

interviews using the conceptual framework (2.5) to analyze the results. First, the results analyze the 

Sustainable Development Goals and the role of non-governmental organizations as partners. Then, the 

section goes more into depth from the findings of the case.  

 
5.1 Applying the conceptual framework 
 
The conceptual framework includes two theories – Social System Theory and Stakeholder Theory, and two 

concepts; deliberatively democracy and the organizational legitimacy. Together the theories produce a 

framework that touches on critical aspects that can answer the research questions. Table 7 presents the 

identified features from the material using the theories. It aims to get an overview of how the conceptual 

framework applies in the analysis.  

Table 7. The table shows the identified characteristics of an NGO provided from the literature review and the 

interviews tied to the theories for this study  

Theoretical features  Theoretical operalization  Empirical findings*  

Role as a political actor Deliberative democracy NGOs contributing to 

democratization  

Identified external demands  Social Systems Theory/ 

Stakeholder Theory  

Information to Sida, demands 

from local authorities 

Identified inputs  Social Systems Theory  Funding from donors (e.g. Sida)  

Identified resources  Social Systems Theory Legitimacy, Economical, 

capacity, mixed staff with local 

knowledge, staff  

Identified norms of behavior  Social Systems Theory Values that are accepted 

internationally, non-profit, non-

governmental, positive to 

democracy  

Identified sub-systems  Social Systems Theory The sub-departments (e.g. 

Rapid-response-department and 

the international department) 

Identified relationships  Social Systems Theory/ 

Stakeholder Theory 

Local partners, relationship with 

donors and other organization in 

networks  

* The empirical findings refer to the results from the literature review, the NGO IMS and the NGO Diakonia  

Social Systems Theory can describe NGOs' functions as an organization and a social system (Achterbergh, 

2010; Nassehi, 2005). The NGOs have people working for it, resources, and legitimacy. These are internal 

processes described with Social Systems Theory. Although this study also focuses on NGOs concerning 

other actors. For instance, countries, partner-organizations, and institutions. For this, Stakeholder Theory 

explains NGOs' relation to other actors. The legitimacy of the NGOs is analyzed using the concept of 

organizational legitimacy. The level of legitimacy is crucial to understand how much NGOs contribute to 

reaching the SDGs, assuming a higher level of legitimacy leads to success. NGOs' role as a political actor 

is described using deliberative democracy. The arena on where the actors operate is described using the 

concept of deliberative democracy. Deliberative democracy illustrates the situation and context of NGOs, 

explaining their influence as a non-governmental actor that still wants to make a change.  
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The external demand, resources, norms of behavior, and sub-systems are described using Social Systems 

Theory in the next section. The role of NGOs become as a facilitator between stakeholder, but also in 

resource – and capacity building (Arhin, 2016). Their organizational structure brings resources as capacity 

and knowledge that is valuable for local partners (Arhin, 2016).  

 
5.2 Non-Governmental organizations as political actors  
 
This study identifies NGOs role as facilitators and service-providers. The NGOs' political role is expressed 

by being an actor claiming certain rights—the IMS functions as a service provider in West Africa. In order 

to understand how independent media contributes to maintaining democracy and, by extension, peaceful 

societies, the role of NGOs is presented using the concept of deliberative democracy. The IMS values 

independent information, because it is crucial, especially during times of elections (Betz, 2018; Pers. com. 

Sugar, 2020). The access to information contributes to the UNs indicators to reach sustainability by making 

institutions accountable for their actions (United Nations , 2020).  

 

5.2.1 Non-Governmental organizations as facilitators  
Deliberative democracy explains NGOs’ role as a political actor if there is a platform for NGOs in the global 

environment. Even though the concept of deliberative democracy can portray NGOs’ as a savior in a non-

functioning democracy, there are two big ifs against them participating politically.  The first if against letting 

NGOs participate politically is local opposition. NGOs are per definition not tied to the government (Yan, 

2018). However, the NGOs have been in situations where the government does not like their activities. 

Therefore, the government has implemented legislation that complicates the projects. NGOs need to have 

access to resources, for example, information or approval of implementing activities (Pers. com. Sugar, 

2020). However, their political influence is valued internationally, much because they do not connect to the 

interests of a particular country (Atack, 1999; Baur, 2011). 

 

The other, if against deliberative democracy, refers to the accessibility. NGOs cannot influence politically 

without a platform that allows it. The concept of deliberative democracy illustrates the platform that allows 

actors to participate without being part of a political party. Hahn (2016) describes the platform that allows 

influencing as the concept of deliberative democracy (Hahn, 2016). NGOs influence politics through their 

networks. NGOs can have the legitimacy to influence political decisions (Baur, 2011). NGOs choose their 

project carefully considering the local situation and needs (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; Pers. 

com. Sugar, 2020). For example, IMS had two functions in the projects implemented in West Africa. First, 

to promote access and, by extension, contribute to democracy. Second, to function as a facilitator between 

the journalists and the police with this aim (Betz, 2018; Pers. com. Sugar, 2020).   

 

According to van der Borgh (2012), the characteristics of the NGO widely affect the restrictions they might 

have against their operations (van der Borgh, 2012). For instance, when and if the local authorities oppose 

their operations, it hinders the NGO to work for their aim. Restricted access to information about how public 

resources are divided opens up for corruption (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). Increasing transparency is the 

ultimate means to avoid corruption in societies (Transparency International, 2018). According to TI (2018): 

“transparency ensures that public officials, civil servants, managers, board members, and businesspeople 

act visibly and understandably, and report on their activities” (Transparency International, 2018). It is for 

the same reason that the UN emphasizes the importance of having access to information (United Nations , 

2020).  

Deliberative democracy explains the platform on which NGOs can operate, although there are challenges 

concerning the implementation of projects. As Sugar (2020) describes, the capacities of journalists vary 

(Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). NGOs are dependent on their resources, as their staff’s knowledge and capacity 

to successfully implement projects. Only because NGOs have resources, it does not mean that it will be 

implementing equally successful projects in the regions.  
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5.3 Independent medias contribution to democracy  
 
Medias contributes to democracy primarily in two ways. Firstly, being a tool for spreading information. 

Secondly, by gaining trust among the public by sharing information. Deliberate democracy (more closely 

presented in 2.4) refers to making dialogue public as part of providing the ability to influence processes 

(Gutmann, 2009). NGO is part grassroots-organization, which aims to give voice to the public. For this, 

media is the instrument in which NGOs use to advocate for their questions. The previous section describes 

how NGOs function as political actors if they have a platform. Regardless of the platform, communication 

is the voice of the NGOs on this platform. For example, if the public or NGOs advocating for their interest 

do not have information about injustices, there is no problem approaching. Although, if the public is aware 

of the injustices, the probability is higher that the public will interfere. 

As Temin (2002) points out, independent media is even more crucial in developing countries (Temin, 2002). 

Accurate and independent information provided by media assures that democratic practices are being 

applied in a so-called democracy (Temin, 2002). If the public does not have information about political 

decisions, they cannot choose whether they agree. For this reason, independent media is crucial for 

democracy (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). The results show that media has been crucial for the democratic 

development in Ghana (Temin, 2002) and is contributing to democratic processes. According to Abuya 

(2017) & Temin (2002), the information provided by the media shapes the opinions of the public (Abuya, 

2017; Temin, 2002). The results show that they are local challenges for the implementation of independent 

media. For example, Sugar (2020) explains how local authorities oppose IMS operations (Pers. com. Sugar, 

2020). The local opposition concerning free and independent media confirms the importance of it. In the 

case that independent and free media would not consider to be important, there would not be an opposition.  

The public tends not to trust media in societies where there has been misuse of media (Pers. com. Sugar, 

2020). According to Temin (2002), independent media is essential for developing countries, often because 

of ongoing democratic processes (Temin, 2002). Independent media is, in other words, how NGOs express 

their political role. Ghana, Sierra Leone, and Libera have in common that they have a high level of 

corruption (Transparency International, 2018). In the case that governments are not transparent and hinder 

the public from accessing public information, it creates room for corruption (Ghosh, 2018; 

Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). Grimmelikhuijsen (2013) explains that transparency ensures that governments 

stay accountable for what they promise (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). The UN (2020) describes the media as 

an important factor in making governments accountable for their actions. Accountable institutions promote 

peace in societies (United Nations , 2020).  This is especially important during elections because it affects 

how the public will vote in the elections. As the results show, there is a lack of trust in the countries in West 

Africa, which are known for having corruption (Transparency International, 2018). 

 
5.4 Non-Governmental organizations and other actors 
 
Stakeholder Theory is used to understand the relationship between NGOs and other actors. In particular, 

IMS relationship to Sida and their partners.  This section analyzes NGOs’ role globally, the specific 

characteristics that distinguish them from other actors, and the challenges they face as a non-governmental 

organization.  

The interviewed participants describe a similar relationship with their respective local partners. The 

relationship implies that there is knowledge about the local context, and trust between them and their 

partners (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). There are some identified 

similar findings from the literature review and the experiences from the staff at the NGOs. In IMS’s project 

in West Africa, identified stakeholders are; authorities, partners, media, and Sida (Betz, 2018; Pers. com. 

Sugar, 2020). Nevertheless, taken from the experiences of both NGOs, their main relationships are their 

donors (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). The reason is that NGOs are in 

general, largely depending on funding to implement projects. Sida stands for the major part of the NGOs 

(IMS, 2020)), so it is crucial to have a good relationship with them. It is also important to have legitimacy. 

Otherwise, Sida would not trust them to implement projects.  
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The legitimacy of NGOs' increases when other actors trust the NGOs. The trust is what Greenwood (2010) 

describes as their ability to fulfill their purpose (Greenwood, 2010). Stakeholder Theory explains 

organizations’ ability to fulfill their purpose as crucial for their trustworthiness. The trustworthiness has 

shown to be essential for enhancing the cooperation between the police and the journalists in West Africa. 

Also, without trust, the police and the journalists’ would not participate in the project in West Africa. Trust 

is essential for both the partners involved in the project, for the IMS and their stakeholders involved. Adding 

to this, Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) explains that Sida that funds most of the NGO Diakonia trusts is that 

Diakonia is going to deliver results (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). The same pattern can be seen 

in West Africa. When the IMS had the police from one country to the other and pointing out how beneficial 

it has been for them, it creates trust in the NGO because they are delivering results (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). 

Figure 6 illustrates the main relationships in this study.  

 

 

 

Figure 6. Illustration of non-governmental organizations and their relations with other actors. The arrows illustrate 

the mutual interests of the stakeholders 

Arenas (2009) explains how knowing the interests and the expectations of stakeholders reduces possible 

conflicts (Arenas, 2009). Conflicts are not beneficial for actors for a “good” relationship. The result shows 

that the relationship between the donors and the local partners is good (Pers. com. Sugar, 2020). Although 

both NGOs experience local opposition against some projects, they want to implement. With this in mind, 

a good relationship with actors is necessary to be successful in this field. Arenas (2009) & Morsing (2006) 

later explain how Stakeholder Theory changed to focus the mutual relationship and not to consider one actor 

more than the other (Arenas, 2009; Morsing, 2006). In the relationship between NGOs and their donors, the 

relationship is of mutual interest. Institutions like Sida are dependent on their actors to do the work on a 

grassroots level. The relationship is presented in Figure 6. Local partners, NGOs as the IMS and Sida are 

dependent on each other to implement projects. However, as the illustration shows, if there are no interests 

from the local partners or Sida, there is no relationship to maintain. Their role has increased because their 

actions cannot be ignored (Arenas, 2009).  

The benevolence in Stakeholder Theory describes how trust becomes a part acting on behalf of another actor 

(Greenwood, 2010). IMS acts within their values, and the project in West Africa shows their interests in 

advocating for independent media for democracy. Once the IMS operates for what they consider to be good, 

the IMS show benevolence. The IMS operates for the public's interests, so the public can obtain information 

that allows them to be informed before elections. As Sugar (2020) explains, the interests of the IMS are not 

directed to act for the journalists, but rather for the public that profits from the journalists’ work (Pers. com. 

Sugar, 2020). 

 
5.5 Non-Governmental Organizations as social systems 
 
Apart from stakeholder relations, the research questions focus on the role of NGOs globally. Luhmann’s 

theory of social systems describes how organizations are a kind of a social system (Achterbergh, 2010; 

Nassehi, 2005). For this, Social System Theory (2.1) explains both the internal processes of an organization 

(in this case, NGOs) but also how NGOs are affected by other actors. According to Social Systems Theory, 

all social systems have a clear aim (Achterbergh, 2009). IMS and the NGO Diakonia aim to operate for 

specific topics. As mentioned, the IMS focuses on the safety of journalists, the freedom of the press, and 

independent media (IMS, 2020). In contrast, Diakonia focuses on human rights globally (Diakonia, 2020). 

In Social Systems Theory, an organization is affected by the resources, the values, the people, and norms of 
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behavior.  

5.5.1 The resources of the system 
The relationship with their donors and partners is crucial for 1) attaining necessary resources 2) implement 

their projects. The amount of resources determines, to a large extent, how the projects are going to be 

developed. The available resources of the social system determine what projects they can implement 

(Chance, 2009; Stern, 1996). For example, Diakonia is a decentralized organization that is successful 

because of their knowledge about the local situation. Knowing the local context effectively their work and 

makes it more successful, according to both Bergenholtz-Foglander and Sugar (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-

Foglander, 2020; Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). The participants explain what they consider to be their 

resources. Sugar (2020) at the IMS describes how the NGO has local partners (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). 

In other words, the local partners are the IMS’ stakeholder relations. The local knowledge becomes an 

essential resource in their operations.  

 

The available resources determine the projects that IMS chooses to implement. Therefore, Sugar (2020) 

means that much of the work at the rapid-response department is about prioritizing the operations (Pers. 

com., Sugar, 2020).  IMS is dependent on funding, and the amount of financing determines part of how 

many interventions they are going to implement. Although Sugar (2020) explains that the number of human 

resources also determines the number of interventions (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). The financial resources 

determine human resources; however, the case demonstrates that there needs to be the right human 

resources to be successful in the projects. Resources are also internal capacities in the system. Sugar (2020) 

describes the diverse staff nationalities as a resource for the IMS (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020).   

 

The credibility of NGOs is another resource. Sugar (2020), explains how their relationship to the locals 

increases the credibility of the IMS (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). The credibility is what this study explains as 

the legitimacy of NGOs (See The legitimacy of NGOs 5.6). Sugar (2020) continues by explaining how it is 

easier to implement projects when the NGO has the locals’ trust (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). The trust 

becomes important in decentralized organizations, meaning there is one head – office, and then many other 

offices in the world. According to Ashforth, the legitimacy of organizations means acceptance of their 

existence as a social system. Therefore, it should be considered a resource (Ashforth, 1990). 

(Ashforth, 1990). 

 

Bergenholtz-Foglander (2020) describes how the new legislation affects the operations of NGOs. For 

example, governments can require access to information about the project to stay in control (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). In this situation, the demands are an external factor explained in Social 

Systems Theory (source). As a result, governments delay the start of the projects (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-

Foglander, 2020). This is one external factor explained in Social Systems Theory. External factors can cause 

difficulties in the internal processes of the system (Chance, 2009).  Both NGOs, the IMS, and Diakonia are 

affected by the demands of Sida when they want to implement projects. Because the requirements also 

restrict how they can use the resources of the organization. IMS and Diakonia receive major funding from 

Sida (IMS, 2020; Diakonia, 2020). The funding is the input according to Social Systems Theory (Chance, 

2009) because it is something that enters the system.  This means that the NGOs’ economic resources 

depend primarily on their most significant donor, Sida.  The funding then decides the resources the NGO 

can spend on education, salaries, and other capacities.  

Internal communication is another resource of the organization, also a flexible one. During the Corona 

pandemic in 2020, the IMS's internal communication changed to be digital since the head office in 

Denmark was affected by the restrictions of quarantine (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). 

5.5.2 The values and norms of behavior of the system 
Achterbergh (2009) explains how the values of the social system as an NGO, restrict the available resources 

(Achterbergh, 2009). NGOs advocate for systematic changes, often related to social changes.  NGOs' role 

is to join the interests of various stakeholders for the common good (Atack, 1999). For example, the staff 

from both NGOs are working from home due to the Coronavirus in 2020 (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). 

Nonetheless, their internal communication becomes even more critical to keep the operations (Pers. com., 

Sugar, 2020). The participants explain how they work in the organization because they believe and share 
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their values (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020; Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). The values contribute to 

form the norms of behavior of the NGOs.  

 

Social Systems Theory suggests that peoples’ behavior leads to the organization's norms of behavior 

(Achterbergh, 2010; Chance, 2009). Both IMS and Diakonia value not imposing anything on the locals. 

Instead, they start from the local context to see what kind of resources and projects are needed in the 

countries (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020).  Their values have shown to be a factor of success.  

 

The values of the NGO IMS are revealed from their website. As the results show, the IMS works to support 

“good” journalism. Good is a normative word that they describe as “independent and relevant for the 

public” (IMS, 2020). 

 

5.5.3 The people in the system  
Achterbergh (2009) describes an active organization, as peopled (2009). Even though Diakonia and 

International Media Support are two different NGOs, they have many things in common. Both are global 

NGOs that have human rights questions as part of their operations (Diakonia, 2020; IMS, 2020).  

The NGOs are both part of bigger networks that opens up for partnerships and exchange of knowledge. For 

example, Diakonia is connected to other civil society organizations, where they have meetings and exchange 

knowledge (Pers. com. Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020).  

 

5.6 The legitimacy of non-governmental organizations 
 
The legitimacy of the non-governmental organizations is not tangible if the focus is solely on the NGOs. 

NGOs become tangible in relation to other actors. According to the concept of legitimacy, several authors 

confirm almost the same definition of the concept. The legitimacy of the NGO is dependent on the 

acceptance of other actors (Ashforth, 1990; Clark, 2007; Hahn, 2016; Lister, 2003). However, this 

research demonstrates how the trust of other actors that wants to cooperate and trust the NGO to be an 

effective actor that delivers result. The results describe legitimacy as the trust that other actors have on the 

IMS and their operations. IMS's trust is demonstrated in actors' acceptance of their operations and because 

they are part of the projects for their involvement of local people (Betz, 2018). Since they are NGOs, it 

can explain why the journalists want to participate in the project and trust the IMS.  

Hahn (2016) explains legitimacy as an acceptance by the environment (Hahn, 2016). The project was first 

implemented in Ghana and then copied in the next country (Pers. com., Sugar, 2020). The conclusion drawn 

from this is that they are accepted and, therefore, implemented in other countries. This study sees NGOs’ 

relation to the local environment as a success for being sufficient legitimate among the local to implement 

projects. The IMS receive their legitimacy when they are cooperating with the local partners. Another thing 

that Sugar (2020) explained to be important is that the IMS brings the police together (Pers. com. Sugar, 

2020). The police testified about the success and legitimatized the operations of the IMS with their 

participation. Further, the legitimacy of NGOs depends on which audience is evaluating the operations of 

the NGO (Bitektine, 2011). In West Africa, the public gains from the operations, and they are provided with 

independent information. Nevertheless, it is also showing that the IMS values the operations to be successful 

in implementing in other countries. The police agree with the operations and could, therefore, also 

recommend the cooperation with the IMS. In that way, they contributed to increase the legitimacy of the 

IMS. 

Asforth (1990) explains how legitimacy increases when others agree with their values. Nevertheless, the 

values are socially contrasted and changed through time (Ashforth, 1990). In this case, the operations of the 

IMS, which is to have independent media for democracy. The norms consider democracy to be functional. 

Since values and norms change through time, the understanding of democracy as something good can 

change too. With that said, the IMS has legitimacy now, but it does not mean that they will always have 

legitimacy since norms and values change through time. Even if Atack (1999) argues that funding from 

governmental institutions may decrease their legitimacy, it can question the actor (Atack, 1999). For 

instance, NGOs can agree with some of the local government's values. However, it will operate based on 
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their values and not the governments’ (Arhin, 2016). However, participants did not suggest or comment that 

at all. Also, if a donor conditions the source of income, it may question the intentions of the organizations’ 

activities (Arhin, 2016; Selznick, 1948). This was not commented on by the participants either.  
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6. Discussion 
 
This section focuses on answering the research questions presented in the first chapter. Further, it interprets 

the finding and puts in and interpreting the results in contrast to other research.   

 

6.1 How can an NGO become an enabling actor for sustainable 
development?  
 
The conceptual framework includes the Social Systems Theory, Stakeholder Theory, and the concept of 

deliberative democracy, and organizational legitimacy. Together, they explain NGOs role as a political 

actor, partner, and service-provider. This study results using the case study from West Arica provided 

examples of the challenges for an NGO to implement a sustainable development project. First, it explains 

IMS's role to be a facilitator between the journalists and the police. Also, between donors as Sida and local 

partners.  Second, how the NGOs contributes to sustainable development by promoting peace with 

increasing transparency. In this study, the projects aim to ensure access to information during the election 

in West Africa.  Figure 7 shows the relation between the units of analysis and how they contribute to 

sustainable development.  

 

 

Figure 7. The illustration shows how NGOs and independent media contribute to the Sustainable Development Goals  

 

The role of NGOs serves as partnerships, and the independent media is aimed at ensuring access to 

information in the countries. The case study is chosen based on their contribution to the SDGs. The results 

show how NGOs have contributed as a neutral partner in West Africa. NGOs can become an enabling actor 

because they have gained the trust and created room for dialogues in periods of conflict. Further, the results 

show NGOs role as a facilitator for implementing projects for sustainable development.  

This study found similar findings in the literature. NGOs can become an enabling actor for sustainable 

development by enhancing trust among the public and, in that way, finding cooperation and implement 

projects for sustainable development. The results indicate that the legitimacy of NGOs is a reflection of 

their level of gained trust. It extends to Lister’s (2003) explanation of the concept of legitimacy. According 

to Lister (2003) differs among theories but explains legitimacy as organizations’ “acceptance of the 

environment” (Lister, 2003, p. 178). However, the environment that scholars refer to is a social construction 

(Lister, 2003) This would mean that NGOs' legitimacy is temporary and can change depending on current 

norms and if they choose to follow them. However, Arhin (2016) argues that NGOs’ lack of interest in the 

government makes them advance from a bottom-up approach since they advocate for the most vulnerable 
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(Arhin, 2016). Taken from this, the possibility is that NGOs continue to keep their legitimacy, as long as 

they operate for the most vulnerable.   

Further, NGOs’ legitimacy increases with their integrity because they act in line with their aim and values. 

Their legitimacy allows them to participate and influence political decisions. In line with Arenas (2009) 

findings concerning NGOs, the results confirm NGOs as an actor with various roles. Further, the results 

also confirm that NGOs focus on advocating for specific questions (Arenas, 2009). Likewise, Yan (2018) 

emphasizes NGOs role as organizations as a contribution to achieving the SDG. According to Yan (2018), 

the role of organizations is apparent since they contribute to the bridging of interests of states’ and decision-

makers’. In general, organizations contribute by canalizing the interests of actors. They can also allocate 

resources to achieve sustainable solutions (Yan, 2018). In the case in West Africa, the NGO IMS role was 

as a facilitator between two actors whose relationship was not functioning. Important to realize is that IMS’s 

project created a platform that opened for discussion. Through the NGO, IMS could open up for discussion, 

address the problems, and solve the misunderstandings between the two actors; the journalist and the police 

(Betz, 2018). Similar to Arhin’s (2016) research on NGOs' challenges in Ghana, this study also confirms 

NGOs role as a service provider and facilitator for the SDGs. Although NGOs are a resource for others as 

service-providers and facilitators (Arhin, 2016). The amount of funding determines what resources are 

available for the NGOs. However, the participants did not comment on how the economic resources affect 

the NGO, even if it funds most of their operations.  However, there are some factors that explain how 

successful NGOs are at work? for sustainable development.  

 

6.2 What are the factors that determine how successful such 
efforts can be?  
 
Firstly, local legislation constitutes a significant hinder for NGOs operating in some countries (Pers. com. 

Bergenholtz-Foglander, 2020). Secondly, there are challenges concerning corruption. Even if the 

interviewees in this study did not mention these problems, West Africa is a region that suffers from a large 

scale of corruption.  Ghana, Sierra Leone, and Liberia are post-conflict countries with low numbers on the 

CPI index, which means there is a high level of corruption (Transparency International, 2018). This study 

also shows similarities to the Grimmelikhuijsen (2013) research about trust and transparency of 

governments. Grimmelikhuijsen’s (2013) study argues that mistrust towards the government is a result of 

not showing transparency (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). One problem in West Africa is the public’s lack of 

trust as a consequence of corruption. The public does not trust the police. One explanation is because the 

public does not believe that they are provided with the correct information (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). The 

lack of transparency is, in order words, a hinder for sustainable development. Secondly, violence is a 

consequence of the tensions and the mistrust towards the government (Betz, 2018). Thirdly, there is no 

communication and understanding between the roles and responsibilities of the journalists and the police.  

As a result, the aspiration for enabling independent media causes conflict and violence due to mistrust. The 

mistrust applies to both the government and the journalists.  

On the other hand, several scholars emphasize the impact of culture on people’s attitudes towards authorities 

(Elg, 2015; Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013; Navarro-Galera, 2018). However, Grimmelikhuijsen (2013) and Elg 

(2015) have incorporated a cultural analysis in their study (Elg, 2015; Grimmelikhuijsen, 2013). According 

to the findings of Elg (2015), organizations with initiatives that require cultural change fail 9/10 (Elg, 2015). 

The influence of cultural differences is highlighted in other research. Navarro (2018) argues that cultural 

differences influence the country's ability to be transparent. Depending on culture, countries have different 

approaches and attitudes toward governments in general (Navarro-Galera, 2018). This study has not 

included the cultural aspect. However, it might be relevant to understand the lack of trust that the public has 

in West Africa. The problem seems to be to find a durable solution to the new ideas and initiatives. As a 

consequence, the power concentration hinders sustainable practices (Dixon, 2018; Transparency 

International, 2018). The results indicate that there needs to be functioning relationships to implement 

successful projects.  
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Adding to Arenas (2009) research, it argues how differences in values and perceptions between actors can 

cause problems (Arenas, 2009). For example, the miscommunication between the police and journalists is 

one of the problems in West Africa (Betz, 2018). NGOs' relationship with other actors is crucial for their 

operations, especially when it comes to donors. In West Africa, relevant actors are the police, the journalists, 

and the military (Betz, 2018). The results show that NGOs' relationship with their donors and their partners 

is the key aspect determining the projects' development.  
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7 Conclusions 
 
This section aims to summarize the main findings and reflection on the key choices made in the project. 

Lastly, the chapter finalizes by giving suggestions for future research.  

 

7.1 Identified factors of success in West Africa 
  
The aim of this study was to identify the factors of success of NGOs in their contribution to sustainable 

development in West Africa. The identified factors of success have mainly to do with the amount of 

legitimacy and resources of NGOs. The challenges are mainly to gain trust, both when it comes to the public 

and institutions. Further, this study shows that NGOs are a political actor with some challenges that they 

can overcome through legitimacy. The legitimacy of the IMS is a result of them not being governmental. In 

general, the trust for the authorities in West Africa is low (Transparency International, 2018). IMS’s project 

to ensure media during elections contributes to democracy by ensuring information to the public (Betz, 

2018). The findings of this research show that the resources of IMS influence how much they can influence 

in West Africa. The IMS is highly dependent on funding.  

Further, IMS’s norms of behavior contribute to their operations because they operate in public interests. 

Through the norms of behavior, their legitimacy increases and makes other local actors wanting to cooperate 

with them.  The violence and in West Africa are a result of the lack of trust that the public has towards the 

government. However, increasing transparency can increase the trust again. 

 
7.2 Reflection on key choices made in the project  
 
This study faces some challenges during the time of the project. First, when it comes to the data collection. 

Second, the challenge in finding a good model that could explain both the processes of an NGO and the 

relations to other actors. However, the challenges contributed to discover additional aspects concerning 

NGOs internal processes and flexibility. Due to the Covid-19, there were no possibilities to conduct more 

interviews. However, it showed that NGOs' internal communication was still functioning and that they could 

still implement their operation. When it comes to the method of this study, there are some reflections 

concerning the choice of method. Similar to what Yan (2018) argues in his study, a single- case study is not 

sufficient to give a broader view of NGOs' role in facilitating sustainable development (Yan, 2018). The 

same conclusions have been drawn to this study. Even though the case in West Africa faces similar 

challenges, this project does not have sufficient data to draw these conclusions. However, is shows factors 

of success that can explain some factors regarding IMS’s experience in the countries during the project.  

 
7.3 Future research  
 
There is literature that gives inspiration for future research. For example, Agopian (2012) mentions some 

aspects worth considering when it comes to communication, which is that the level of press freedom is 

dependent on economic interests. If it requires the public to pay for access to information, it restricts the 

access of information to the group of people that can afford it (Agopian, 2012). Even if it is not the case in 

West Africa, it can be another aspect worth investigating, since freedom of the press requires accessibility 

(Agopian, 2012; Gutmann, 2009). These threats can be changes in legislation that intervene with the agenda 

and the purpose of the organization (Francescato, 2015). This study contributes by a useful conceptual 

framework that inspires others to study NGOs role concerning specific countries – or areas of interest. The 

conceptual framework in this research showed to be useful to explain NGOs role internationally.  
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Appendix 1. Interview guide  
 

Topic  Background and questions  Explanation 

Background 

information  

Information about the aim of the project is 

presented, the participants are informed 

about how the material is used for a thesis in 

sustainable development. 

Ethical consideration – not to 

confuse or mislead the 

participant and be clear about 

the aim of the study  (Creswell, 

2009). 

 

NGO as a partner  How is the NGO affected by external 

factors? (e.g Corona virus) 

Social Systems Theory 

(Chance, 2009) 

 

Stakeholders Which are your most important 

stakeholders? 

 

How do you relate to other stakeholders?  

Stakeholder Theory 

(Morsing) (Arenas, 2009) 

The organization 

 

How do you decide which projects you are 

going to implement?  

 

How would you describe IMS as a political 

actor? 

Analysis (Chance, 2009) 

(Nassehi, 2005) 

 

Deliberately democracy  

Transparency  What are your biggest challenges in the 

work for press freedom?  

(Navarro-Galera, 2018) 

(Rasche, 2019) 

Legitimacy  Has the case in West Africa affected the 

legitimacy of IMS? If so, in what way?  

Concept of legitimacy 

(Morsing, (Rasche, 2019) 

(Clark, 2007) (Ashforth, 1990) 

Case-study  

West Africa  

What determines your choice of new 

projects and partnerships?  

 

What aspects do you reconsider before 

implementing a new project?  

 

What was successful, not so successful?   

Stakeholder Theory,  

Social System Theory  

 

Non-governmental 

organizations (Selznick, 1948) 
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Appendix 2. Consent-form for the IMS  
 

Consent form: Processing of personal data in 
research 

When you take part in the Non-Governmental Organizations Contribution to Sustainable Development, 

Uppsala University will process your personal data. Consenting to this is voluntary, but without 

processing your personal data, we cannot carry out this research project. The purpose of this form is to 

give you the information you need in order to decide whether or not to consent to the processing of 

your personal data.  

You can withdraw you consent at any time, and you do not have to justify it.  Uppsala University is 

responsible for the processing of your personal data. Uppsala University data protection officer can be 

contacted at dataskyddsombud@uu.se Your contact for this project is: Leonor Lidge, 

leonor.lidge1@gmail.com, +46739288599.  

We will collect the following data about you: Your name, your position at International Media Support. 

Information about the IMS and their projects: more specifically about the projects of Strengthening 

police – and media relations in West Africa.  

The purpose of the processing of your personal data is for Uppsala University to carry out research 

within the field of sustainable development.  

You will find more information on how Uppsala University processes personal data and about your rights 
as a data subject at https://www.uu.se/en/about-uu/data-protection-policy/  

 

I consent to Uppsala University processing my personal data in the way described in this document. 

This includes any sensitive personal data, if such data is provided. 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

Signature   Place and date 

   

_______________________________________________ 

Name in block letters 

 

 

 

mailto:dataskyddsombud@uu.se
mailto:leonor.lidge1@gmail.com
https://www.uu.se/en/about-uu/data-protection-policy/
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Appendix 3. Consent-form for Diakonia 
 

Consent form: Processing of personal data in 
research 

When you take part in the Non-Governmental Organizations Contribution to Sustainable Development in 

West Africa, Uppsala University will process your personal data. Consenting to this is voluntary, but 

without processing your personal data, we cannot carry out this research project. The purpose of this 

form is to give you the information you need in order to decide whether or not to consent to the 

processing of your personal data.  

You can withdraw you consent at any time, and you do not have to justify it.  Uppsala University is 

responsible for the processing of your personal data. Uppsala University data protection officer can be 

contacted at dataskyddsombud@uu.se Your contact for this project is: Leonor Lidge, 

leonor.lidge1@gmail.com, +46739288599.  

We will collect the following data about you: Your name, position at Diakonia, information about 

Diakonia, and especially Diakonia’s role as a stakeholder and an NGO.  

The purpose of the processing of your personal data is for Uppsala University to carry out research 

within the field of organizations and sustainable development.  

You will find more information on how Uppsala University processes personal data and about your rights 

as a data subject at  

I consent to Uppsala University processing my personal data in the way described in this document. 

This includes any sensitive personal data, if such data is provided. 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________ 

Signature   Place and date 

   

_______________________________________________ 

Name in block letters 

 
 
 

 

mailto:dataskyddsombud@uu.se
mailto:leonor.lidge1@gmail.com




 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


