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Abstract 

 
Environmental NGOs work to address a deficit in environmental protection and improvement. In 

order to achieve positive environmental outcomes, it is critical that these groups are as effective 

as possible. Studying how nonprofits construct their assessments of organizational effectiveness 

can reveal important insights into a sector’s strategic vision and performance. This research 

explores how the leadership of large Canadian nonprofit environmental groups and their funders 

assess the effectiveness of environmental organizations. The analysis of interview data reveals 

key findings, including: that effectiveness assessments within this subsector are 

multidimensional with an emphasis on mission and goal attainment; there exists a reluctance to 

include resource efficiency in assessments despite research participants identifying resource 

deficiency as a major sector weakness; and that generally positive organizational self-

assessments do not equate to a positive assessment of sector performance.  
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The Canadian Environmental Nonprofit Sector: 
Understanding Organizational Effectiveness Assessment 

Introduction 
!

Environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) have been advocating for 

greater environmental protection in Canada for over 40 years (Hummel, 2013). There is a public 

perception that government and business are failing to protect and improve the environment 

(Edelman, 2012) and ENGOs are meant to help address this deficit. It is critical that these groups 

are as effective as possible in their endeavours.  

However, attempting to understand if an ENGO is effective can be challenging. Unlike 

for-profit enterprises that look to their stock price or revenue growth for affirmation (Forbes, 

1998; Koys, 2001), nonprofit organizations that are aiming to affect social change and 

environmental sustainability must assess themselves using other measures. Effectiveness is also a 

matter of perception. If one accepts that the concept of effectiveness is a social construction 

(Herman & Renz, 1999) where different stakeholders may use different criteria to assess the 

same organization, then understanding how these assessments are developed may reveal 

important insights into the sector’s strategic vision and performance.  

Leadership is a particularly interesting group when studying effectiveness assessment. 

ENGO leaders are ultimately held accountable for the organization’s effectiveness and are in a 

unique position of influence over an ENGO’s direction. Understanding how this group 

understands the effectiveness of their own organizations and the ENGO sector could provide 
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important insights into why certain types of projects, long-term strategies, and organizational 

structures are pursued.  

This thesis explores the understanding that ENGOs have of their own effectiveness. The 

main research questions are the following. 

• Which criteria do ENGOs consider when assessing effectiveness within the sector? 

• Are the self-assessments that ENGO leadership construct for their organizations 

consistent with their perception of the sector’s performance?  

• What areas of opportunity do ENGOs identify for improving the effectiveness of the 

sector?  

In addition to researching the perceptions of ENGO leadership, this research draws on the 

perspectives of the funding community, a group with a vested interest in seeing ENGOs succeed 

and who monitor their progress closely. Are the assessments of funders consistent with those of 

ENGOs and do they identify the same opportunities for enhancing sector effectiveness? The 

paper concludes with a list of recommendations for ENGOs and funders that could enhance their 

effectiveness in addressing environmental issues in Canada. 

Definition of an ENGO 
 

The literal definition of an ENGO is simple but this is not how the term is generally 

understood. The environment is a broad topic that can be addressed from many different 

perspectives. It isn’t particularly useful to classify organizations solely by their environmental 

focus. For instance, an organization that seeks to protect habitat in order to preserve hunting 

opportunities may share common goals with an organization that is committed to protecting 

habitat for the long-term benefit of wildlife populations. On the surface, these organizations 
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would appear to have enough in common that they might be classified within the same sector. 

However, the ethos of the organizations matters. They operate in completely different orbits with 

different funding landscapes, target different stakeholders, and work with different allies. Are 

these two subgroups within a single sector or are they two distinct sectors?  

The definition used by the National Survey of Nonprofit and Voluntary Organizations to 

classify environment organizations reflects the common understanding of an ENGO: 

“organizations promoting and providing services in environmental conservation, pollution 

control and prevention, environmental education and health, and animal protection” (Hall, et al., 

2005, p. 14). ENGOs of this ilk view the environment through a conservationist and 

sustainability lens versus a utilitarian outlook. They are primarily concerned with environmental 

integrity which supersedes economic concerns. 

For the purposes of this paper, an ENGO refers to a group that advocates for 

environmental conservation and sustainability in some way. While their positions on various 

policy issues will differ, they generally come from the premise that the environment is an issue 

of concern and action must be taken to improve it. Thus, a group seeking to influence 

environmental policy in order to increase timber harvest or oil extraction wouldn’t meet this 

definition even though their work is intimately tied to the environment. Again, the objectives of 

an organization are critical in shaping its identity and its perceived inclusion in the ENGO sector. 

While by no means a definitive definition, I believe this is close to the most common 

understanding of the ENGO sector. 

Conducting research on a small subgroup of this sector and attempting to extrapolate 

findings is problematic due to this subjective classification. The significant diversity of the sector 
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means that deeper understanding of an organization’s objectives and values are needed before 

comparing two seemingly similar groups. The Methodology section further elucidates how the 

ENGO sample was derived for this study. 

The Canadian ENGO Sector 
 

In the middle of the 20th Century, a growing public awareness of environmental issues 

resulted in increased social and financial capital being invested in finding solutions. These efforts 

included the formation of several organizations dedicated to the cause representing the beginning 

of the modern ENGO sector. The first Canadian ENGOs were started in the 1960s, with 

Pollution Probe, World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Canada, Sierra Club Canada, the Canadian 

Audobon Society and Nature Canada all opening their doors during this period (Hummel, 2013).  

 Ultimately, nonprofit ENGOs exist because society is willing to pay for their services. 

Like other nonprofits, the sector’s services are filling a perceived need that is being left 

unaddressed by the government and the private sector (Handy, 2001). 

Sector demographics. The loose definition of the ENGO sector makes it difficult to 

arrive at definitive demographic statistics. For instance, a low bar estimate of the number of 

ENGO groups in Canada would be the membership of The Canadian Environmental Network 

(CEN), an organization that provides networking and communications support for ENGOs. They 

have over 600 member groups with a presence in every province as well as the Yukon (Canadian 

Environmental Network, 2013a). Groups range in size and scope, from the small volunteer-led 

organizations that meet infrequently to address local issues, to large branches of international 

organizations employing dozens of paid employees. 
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Yet, the CEN figure is dwarfed by the findings of Cornerstones of Community, an 

ambitious report published in 2005 by Statistics Canada that attempted to gather comprehensive 

Canadian nonprofit sector data.  This report pegs the number of Canadian nonprofits with 

environment as their primary activity area at 4,424, making up 2.7 per cent of the Canadian 

nonprofit and voluntary sector (Hall, et al., 2005).  

 
Table 1 
 
Canadian ENGO Sector Statistics (2003 data) 

Canadian environmental nonprofits 4,424 

Paid staff employed 14,848 

Total budget of the sector $1.1 billion 

% of Canadian nonprofit/voluntary sector organizations 2.7% 
% of environmental organizations that are registered charities 41% 

Environmental organizations in existence fewer than 10 years 30% 

Environmental organizations in existence greater than 30 years 25% 
Neighbourhood or municipal focus 56.9% 

Regionally focused 26.5% 

Provincially/nationally focused 14.5% 
 
Derived from Hall, et al. (2005) 

 

These numbers suggest that the ENGO sector represents a relatively small portion of the 

overall Canadian nonprofit landscape. There are a significant number of organizations that have 

existed for many decades, while newer organizations also make up a significant share of the 

ENGO sector (Hall, et al., 2005). The majority of ENGOs are neighbourhood or municipally 

focused and there are fewer organizations operating with a provincial or national scope (Hall, et 
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al., 2005). The 14,848 staff employed by environmental organizations ranks near the bottom of 

nonprofit subsectors (Hall, et al., 2005). To compensate, they own a greater share of nonprofit 

volunteers (3.8 per cent) (Hall, et al., 2005). The collection of this data was a huge undertaking 

and there is no indication that a follow-up survey is planned.  

Organizations within the ENGO sector are also differentiated by their charitable status. 

Canadian groups that have a charitable designation are allowed to issue tax receipts when 

donations are received. This can have major implications on an organization’s ability to raise 

funds. On the other hand, having a charitable status limits an organization’s ability to undertake 

political activity. Activities such as public policy advocacy and mobilizing constituents to take 

action must make up no greater than 10 per cent of a charitable organization’s operating budget. 

These groups are also forbidden from being partisan in any way. There is a precedent for 

Canadian ENGOs losing their charitable status after a Canada Revenue Agency audit determines 

their activities are breaking charity law (McCarthy, 2012a). Such an injunction could financially 

cripple an organization that relies heavily on donations for funding. There is also the example of 

Greenpeace, which lost its charitable status in 1989 and has managed to continue its advocacy 

and fundraising efforts without the previous restrictions. Organizations that do not operate under 

the conditions required by a charitable status are fundamentally different entities than their 

charitable cousins. They face different challenges and opportunities. 

There are other organizational models as well. Some environmental charities have opted 

to create a separate non-charitable organization from which they can legally engage more heavily 

on political issues. The Pembina Institute and David Suzuki Foundation are two ENGOs 

employing this structure. Another option is to include fee-for-service in the organizational model 
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alongside the receipt of foundation grants and public donations. This is the model employed by 

the Pembina Institute (2013) through its Corporate Consulting program. Some groups such as the 

Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society and the Sierra Club have a membership-based structure 

with one head office and regional offices located across the country.  

Canadian ENGO sector challenges. ENGOs operate in a complex environment that can 

be subject to short-term upheaval as well as longer-term changes. When considering an 

organization’s effectiveness at a particular point in time, it is important to recognize the 

significant challenges that are currently facing the sector as they are likely to impact how an 

organization acts and may influence organizational effectiveness (OE) assessment.  

Environmental indicators worsening. A number of empirical environmental indicators 

suggest that the state of the environment is deteriorating (IPCC, 2007; Millennium Ecosystem 

Assessment, 2005; Worldwatch Institute, 2013). The rate of species loss, deforestation, 

atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations, ocean acidification, sea level rise, loss of food 

diversity- the list of troubling environmental trends is extensive. Despite a state of planetary 

emergency being declared over two decades ago at the Rio Summit, there is little to suggest that 

these trends are reversing.  

How does this worrying trend affect the perceived effectiveness of the ENGO sector? 

While obviously not the cause of the problem, how much better off is the situation due to the 

sector’s presence? The state of the environment has consistently worsened over the history of the 

ENGO sector’s existence. If one were to judge the effectiveness of the sector solely on 

improving empirical environmental indicators to more sustainable levels, it would be difficult to 

make a case for its effectiveness.  
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Resource constraints. When global financial markets crashed and economies 

experienced a recession in 2008, the nonprofit sector was significantly impacted. This is the 

fourth recession since 1985 (Miller, 2008) and each period has been followed by a decline in the 

public’s prioritizing of environment protection against the economy (Gallup, 2013). Downturns 

in financial support can significantly limit an ENGOs’ communication and research capacity 

making it difficult to engage the public and keep the environment on the forefront of policy 

debate. 

Many of the charities that built endowments to support organizational stability and hedge 

against year-to-year variations in funding saw their investment portfolios take a significant hit 

during the most recent recession (Vancouver Foundation, 2009). Compounding this loss was that 

some traditionally large funders also suffered significant losses and their ability to fund was 

significantly muted (Vancouver Foundation, 2009). This period of market volatility also affected 

the public’s willingness to give to charities (Vancouver Foundation, 2009). As a result of these 

resource constraints, nearly half of Canadian nonprofits surveyed reported that they were 

experiencing difficulty fulfilling their mission (Lasby & Barr, 2010). The sector is still 

responding to this event and with the experience fresh in the minds of ENGO leadership will 

likely factor into organizational planning. 

Another challenge concerning the resources of ENGOs, and charities in general, is the 

scrutiny on their investment in overhead. Independent charity evaluation agencies exist to 

provide information to prospective donors about nonprofit performance and to help ensure that 

charitable giving reaches worthy organizations. These assessments can be heavily based on 

financial data and de-emphasize programmatic achievements and other indicators of 
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effectiveness (Mitchell, 2012). These ratings systems have been deemed heavily flawed by some 

researchers, with the main argument being that financial efficiency is not an appropriate 

effectiveness proxy for nonprofit organizations (Lowell, Trelstad, & Meehan, 2005; Wing & 

Hager, 2004). Nevertheless, the narrative that charities should minimize spending on overhead 

persists and could present a challenge to an organization looking to fund its internal capacity. 

Political challenges. A systemic feature that heavily affects ENGOs is the political 

dynamic in Canada. Ruling parties and ideologies can change relatively quickly. Past progress 

and legitimacy with government decision-makers can be wiped out following an election. This 

has had a particularly significant impact on the ENGO sector over the past seven years.  

When the Conservative Party won a minority government in 2007, it signaled a shift in 

federal priorities on environmental issues. From the perspective of some ENGOs, a number of 

key environmental policies and departments were weakened or undone by a less receptive 

federal government in the years since they assumed power. This perceived trend continued after 

the Conservatives finally gained a majority in 2011 with the government pulling out of the Kyoto 

Protocol, making significant changes to the Environmental Assessment Act, discontinuing 

funding for scientific research centres including the Experimental Lakes Area, and eliminating 

the budget of the National Round Table on the Environment and the Economy (Eaton, 2012; 

McCarthy, 2012b).  

The sector’s often-contentious relationship with government was highlighted as more 

attention became focused on the environmental impacts of the Alberta oil sands. ENGOs were 

targeting the oil sands as a significant and growing contributor to climate change, water 

contamination and deforestation, as well as for the associated infrastructure risks through 
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pipelines and oil tankers. This challenged the government’s priorities set-forth in its Economic 

Action Plan to expand its oil exports (Government of Canada, 2013). Government officials have 

gone on the offensive, attempting to delegitimize this opposition by accusing environmentalists 

of being “radicals” and “extremists” (O’Neil, 2011; Payton, 2012). ENGOs have hit back, calling 

into question Canada’s environmental credentials and working with international partners to 

jeopardize potential resource development deals (Climate Action Network Canada, 2012).  

 There is a perception amongst ENGOs (and other charities who have spoken out against 

government policy) that the government is “cracking down” on nonprofits by tightening 

charitable legislation rules, restricting the activities that a charity can engage in while 

maintaining its charitable status (Dembicki, 2012). The government allotted an extra $8 million 

in its budget for the Canada Revenue Agency to conduct additional reviews of charities’ 

practices (Dembicki, 2012). Coincidental or not, the perception exists that government is seeking 

to make life difficult for ENGOs. The tension between ENGOs and the country’s highest 

decision-making body is one of the top-of-mind issues as environmental groups consider how 

they plan for the future and the most effective strategies to employ.   

Internal criticism. In addition to the external challenges affecting ENGOs, the sector has 

also faced challenges from within. Critiques written by sector members questioning the 

effectiveness of sector strategies have received mainstream attention (Carrington, 2011; Price, 

2012). The most publicized of these critiques is Death of Environmentalism, a 2005 essay by Ted 

Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger. Amongst their findings, was that “Almost every 

environmental leader we interviewed is focused on short-term policy work, not long-term 

strategies” (Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 2005, p. 25). The way that environmental issues are 
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classified by ENGOs is another point of contention. Nordhaus & Shellenberger (2005) point out 

that the inclusion/exclusion of an issue as environmental is completely subjective and that a 

simplistic black/white view relegates ENGOs to special interest groups. The authors do not argue 

that environmentalism is dead or should be dead, but that the current strategies and structures of 

the movement are ineffective and need to be re-imagined to respond to the challenges faced.  

On the one hand, such critiques can raise legitimate areas of concern and prompt action to 

address sector weaknesses. However, they can also provide opponents and media an opportunity 

to use the incoherence displayed by the sector as a means of discrediting its positions. Regardless 

of how accurate these assessments actually are, there is definitely a sense from within the sector 

that it could be more effective. Organizations need to be able to defend their organizational 

reputation by addressing these concerns. 

Understanding Organizational Effectiveness 
!

What does “effectiveness” mean? Effectiveness is something that all organizations 

pursue; yet, a precise definition is nearly impossible to establish. The dictionary definition 

“producing a decided, decisive, or desired effect” (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2013) requires 

an agreed upon understanding of what a desired outcome is. When embroiled in the realm of 

contentious issues, as ENGOs are, this mutual understanding can be non-existent. At one point, 

this inability to establish an objective means of OE assessment led some researchers to declare 

this pursuit fruitless (Forbes, 1998). While effectiveness is a difficult construct on which to 

achieve consensus, it is regularly used to describe organizational performance and there is 

benefit in memberships, funders, decision-makers and ENGOs understanding the different ways 

it has been studied (Forbes, 1998). 
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One aspect of effectiveness that is obvious but is often overlooked is the notion that it is 

always a matter of comparison (Herman & Renz, 1999). An assessment of effectiveness isn’t 

possible without considering the performance of other similar organizations or an ideal 

performance based on the organization’s situation. A critical social process is the regular 

evaluation of organizations by governments, politicians, the general public and other 

stakeholders that contributes to the allocation of scarce resources (Jobson & Schneck, 1982). 

This is performed either explicitly or implicitly by comparing the performance of similar 

organizations. 

A number of theories to explain how OE is understood and the best way for measuring 

performance have been proposed over the years. Reviewing how these theories have evolved can 

provide important insights into how ENGOs may be interpreting their own effectiveness. 

Theoretical approaches for assessing organizational effectiveness. The formal study 

of OE has been ongoing since the early 20th century (Forbes, 1998). A number of approaches for 

measuring nonprofit OE have been studied and possess both strengths and weaknesses for the 

study of ENGO effectiveness. There are three major approaches (goal attainment, system 

resource, reputational) that researchers have used alone or in combination to study nonprofit 

effectiveness (Forbes, 1998). 

Goal attainment. A goal attainment approach considers the achievement of 

organizational goals to correlate strongly with or be evidence of OE. This approach turns the 

assessment of OE into an objective task, comparing the goals and mission that an organization 

has set for itself with its accomplishments (Sheehan, 1996). As organizations often have multiple 

goals they are working towards, the goal attainment approach will not produce an organization-
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wide assessment of effectiveness but will indicate performance on a number of different criteria 

(Jobson & Schneck, 1982). The goal attainment approach is considered by some to be 

particularly suited for assessing charitable organizations because of their objective to affect 

broader change (Sheehan, 1996).  

However, there are some limitations with this approach, particularly when applied to 

social change organizations like ENGOs. It is relatively easier to measure the output of social 

service nonprofits that, for example, feed the homeless or fund education initiatives. One can 

count the number of people served and compare service delivery with that of other organizations 

with a similar goal. It is more challenging to confirm a cause and effect relationship between 

campaign efforts to mobilize support for a specific environmental objective. How certain can an 

organization be that the achievement of a goal or failure to reach it was a result of its 

organizational capacity and not the heavy influence of other elements within the system? Other 

challenges with the goal attainment approach are that organizations can find it difficult to track 

progress against goals, may not have a single set of goals or they may be inconsistent, and may 

not share goals with the organizations they compete for resources against making comparison 

difficult (Lecy, Schmitz, & Swedlund, 2012). These challenges led researchers to look at other 

possible proxies for OE, namely the system resource and reputational approaches (Lecy, 

Schmitz, & Swedlund, 2012). 

System resource. There have been several systems based approaches devised to 

understand OE. These approaches all look at the functioning of systems, whether they are 

internal to the organization or within a larger sphere, as indicators of OE (Sheehan, 1996). The 

most prevalent example is the system resource theory, assessing nonprofit effectiveness by 
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measuring the efficiency or system resource utilization of organizations and how this may 

contribute to effectiveness (Cunningham, 1978; Yuchtman & Seashore, 1967). Theoretically, 

organizations that are able to achieve their objectives at a lower cost than other organizations by 

strategically using their resources, including capitalizing on their connections and reputation, 

could be considered more effective (Mensah, Lam, & Werner, 2008). This approach is attractive 

from a research perspective in that it does not rely on the measurement of actual impact and the 

achievement of specific goals, but considers organizational sustainability as an indicator of OE 

(Lecy, Schmitz, & Swedlund, 2012). This could be advantageous in assessing ENGO 

effectiveness as it avoids some of the difficulties associated with the goal attainment approach. 

However, the de-emphasis of mission and goal attainment may make it an unattractive model for 

use within the sector as social change organizations would presumably place significant 

importance on achieving their purpose. 

Reputational. The reputational approach posits that it is insufficient for effectiveness 

assessment to rely solely on information derived from the organization itself and that the 

perspectives of outside stakeholders are critical to forming a more accurate portrait of OE 

(Jobson & Schneck, 1982). “In the end organizational effectiveness is what the relevant parties 

decide it should be” (Campbell, 1977, p. 52). This approach can address one of the shortcomings 

of the systems resource approach, the possibility that the attraction of resources and 

organizational sustainability attained may be based on a perception that differs from the 

organization’s actual performance (Smith & Shen, 1996). For instance, an ENGO may report that 

it is meeting its objectives on a particular issue, receiving additional monetary and prestige 

awards as a result, while the organization’s supporters may hold a very different view of the 
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organization’s performance. The reputational approach views the bias in an organization’s self-

assessment as a factor in producing a misleading and incomplete OE assessment. 

Social constructionist (emergent). A method to understanding OE that has gained 

prominence in recent years is known as the social constructionist or emergent approach. This 

approach professes that the existence of some elements of reality depend on the actions and 

beliefs of people (Herman & Renz, 1999). Rather than choosing specific indicators to point to 

effectiveness, this approach seeks to understand the nature of the relationships and the 

environment in which organizations operate (Forbes, 1998). Is effectiveness an objective reality 

or something that each individual actor constructs for themself (Herman & Renz, 1999)? This 

approach seeks to understand the underlying factors that cause a particular organization to be 

assessed with the chosen criteria of the evaluator. 

The criteria under this approach are socially constructed and subjective, but this does not 

mean they are irrelevant, only that they are “specific to the context in which it was created” and 

“capable of evolving” as interactions within the system progress (Forbes, 1998, p. 195). Herman 

and Renz (1998) liken effectiveness assessments to “a set of judgments by various stakeholders” 

and not a “real property” of organizations (p. 27).  

Studies of ENGO effectiveness. There are a number of studies that have studied 

effectiveness assessment in the nonprofit sector, but only a handful have examined how ENGOs 

understand OE. Dart’s (2005) study focuses on small Canadian ENGOs that have a mission of 

“providing practical environmental solutions to households” rather than the “typically 

amorphous education, awareness, and advocacy of typical environmental organizations” (p. 204). 

Through a series of interviews he conducted with ENGO employees, Dart reveals some 
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interesting findings regarding their assessments of OE. One surprising finding was that 

organizations with a mandate of achieving tangible sustainability outcomes did not assess their 

effectivness in terms of this criteria. Instead, three theme areas emerged. 

• “Effectiveness is about program or activity popularity with the public” (p. 209).  

• “Effectiveness is about how a program or activity excites/ engages its 

participants” (p. 210). 

• “Effectiveness is about program popularity with our partner organizations” (p. 

211).  

Dart concludes that these environmental programs are designed to raise awareness rather 

than achieve environmental change as their stated missions indictate. The research sample 

included non-management staff from smaller organizations, a contrast to the managers of large 

ENGOs included within the methodology of this paper. 

While not a formal academic study, another important research initiative of Canadian 

ENGO effectiveness was a white paper authored by Jerry DeMarco for a Canadian 

Environmental Grantmakers’ meeting in 2005. The paper was written soon after the The Death 

of Environmentalism was released and offered the Canadian ENGO movement an opportunity to 

reflect on its effectiveness. The study involved candid interviews with organizational leaders 

enabled by DeMarco’s membership within the community.  

 DeMarco’s (2005) interview process yielded several key areas of opportunity for the 

sector, four of which are explored in my research:  

• the sector needs to do a better job of thinking and acting like a movement; 

• there is a need for sector-level capacity-building; 
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• the dynamic of new leaders and spokespersons, and 

• the opportunity to leverage greater financial support for the sector. 

 As there is considerable methodological overlap with my study, I will be exploring how the 

sector may have changed over the past eight years with many of the ENGOs interviewed by 

DeMarco now featuring new leadership. 

Methodology 

Research Strategy 
 

This research was designed to explore how ENGO leadership and the funding community 

assess organizational effectiveness within the sector. It is grounded and qualitative in nature. 

Themes and conclusions were derived from the interview results rather than by testing preformed 

hypotheses. Rather than seek an overarching definition of effectiveness for the sector, the 

research methodology relies on participant responses and subsequent interpretation to shape this 

understanding. Suddaby (2006) notes “It is less appropriate, for example, to use grounded theory 

when you seek to make knowledge claims about an objective reality, and more appropriate to do 

so when you want to make knowledge claims about how individuals interpret reality” (p. 634). 

I selected seven leaders from large ENGOs and four representatives from the 

environmental funding community to participate in the study. Each participant was asked a series 

of questions exploring their conception of OE as well as the interplay between ENGOs and 

funders. This approach was appropriate for the scale and intent of this research project and the 

methods are similar to other nonprofit effectiveness research efforts (i.e. Dart, 2009; Mitchell, 

2012). 
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Interview responses were analyzed using several approaches in order to identify themes. 

The first was to look for repetition of ideas, the more frequently a concept appeared in the 

responses the greater its consideration as an important theme (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). The 

second was to look for notable similarities and differences in the responses of participants (Ryan 

& Bernard, 2003). A third approach was to analyze the responses for missing concepts, 

information that one might expect to be included based on the subject matter and previously 

divulged information (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). 

Sample 

ENGOs. The ENGO participants in this study were selected through purposive sampling. 

ENGO leadership was targeted, as these individuals, especially CEOs and presidents, are a 

unique group at the centre of an organization’s strategic decision-making process and 

empowered to publicly represent the views of the organization (Mitchell, 2012).  

The ENGO leader sample pool was created by applying a list of organizational criteria. 

The first selection criterion was that the organization must be based in Canada and working on 

environmental issues. This included international organizations with offices in Canada.  

Secondly, the ENGO must be a charity or have a charitable branch registered with the 

Canada Revenue Agency. As noted earlier, charitable organizations can behave quite differently 

from non-charitable nonprofits.  

The third criterion is that the organization must be considered a “large” ENGO. The 

reason for applying this criterion was to maintain some sample consistency as organizations of 

different sizes can face different challenges and opportunities. There is some indication that 

understanding of OE varies by organizational size (Mitchell, 2012). A large ENGO was 
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considered to be one with greater than $2.5 million annual revenue and at least 15 paid staff. 

These criteria effectively reduced the number of potential participants to fewer than 20, which 

was feasible for this project’s timeline. It also ensured the staffing and resource amounts were in 

the same ballpark, although the difference in resourcing between the largest and smallest 

organizations in the sample was still significant.  

The final sample pool was created via a thorough search through The Canadian 

Environmental Network’s (2013b) affiliate websites, which contain directories of provincial 

ENGOs. The annual reports and websites of a number of organizations were reviewed to 

determine if they met the budgetary and staffing thresholds for inclusion. An introductory email 

was sent to the leadership of the 18 ENGOs in the sample. In total, representatives from seven 

organizations agreed to participate including four executive directors/CEOs and three senior 

managers.  

Grounded theory holds that a researcher should gather data until further efforts yield no 

new evidence (Suddaby, 2006). Due to the small sample pool that this study was drawing from, 

there were only a handful of additional ENGO representatives that could have satisfied the 

selection criteria. Additional interviews would have provided greater confidence in the study 

findings but for my purposes of gaining the perspectives of large Canadian ENGOs, I believe 

that an acceptable level of saturation was achieved with clear emergent themes. 

Funders. The criterion for funder inclusion in the sample was a prior funding 

relationship with the ENGOs in the study. The objective was to interview funders who had made 

the greatest number of donations to this sample of ENGOs. This would increase the likelihood 

that the funder is actively involved in funding ENGOs and familiar with strengths/weaknesses of 
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particular organizations and the sector as a whole. The list of members on the Canadian 

Environmental Grantmakers’ (2013) website was used as the starting point. The granting history 

of these organizations was researched to determine the frequency of funding to the ENGO 

sample group. A ranked list was produced and invitations were first sent to the funders who were 

the largest supporters of the ENGOs. A total of four funders agreed to participate in this study 

including one executive director and three program managers.  

Interview Process 

Interviews were chosen as the preferred research method due to my access to an 

appropriate sample through my professional network as well as the low cost. The opportunity to 

have more substantive discussions on issues and get participants’ detailed responses makes 

interview data more reliable over the results of self-completed surveys (Allan, 2003), the other 

research method considered. 

The majority of the interviews were conducted by phone or over Skype. Interviews were 

conducted in person if the participant was located in close proximity to the researcher. Each 

participant was interviewed once. The average interview length was approximately 45 minutes 

with the longest being 75 minutes and the shortest 30 minutes. No recording device was used 

given the sensitivity of the subject to the ENGO sector and notes were either handwritten or 

typed depending on the interview format.  

As part of the agreement to participate, the identities of individuals and organizations 

have been withheld from this report. The primary reason for doing so was to protect the ENGOs 

and funders from any reputational harm that could arise from speaking candidly about the state 

of their organizations, the sector and other stakeholders. There was also a concern that being on 



CANADIAN ENVIRONMENTAL NONPROFIT EFFECTIVENESS 
!

!

#)!

the record would limit the openness of the conversation and diminish the quality of the collected 

data. 

The interview process was semi-structured. The goal was to discuss particular aspects of 

OE assessment and make comparisons across the ENGO sector while allowing flexibility for the 

conversation to explore the emerging areas of interest (Knox & Burkard, 2009). Two sets of 

questions were developed to guide the interview process, one for each sample group (see 

Appendix A).  

 The interviews began by asking participants for their thoughts on organizational 

effectiveness and assessment criteria. It was important to obtain participants’ initial thoughts on 

OE, as subsequent questions were less open and focused on particular aspects of OE derived 

from my personal experience and the literature.  

Refinement of Research Scope 
 

In its initial conception, a significant component of this project was to explore potential 

differences in the understanding of effectiveness assessment that exist between ENGOs and the 

funding community. However, questions probing funder transparency and reporting and whether 

each group felt their OE understanding differed from the others’ proved inconclusive. The 

responses of each group simply weren’t as divergent as I initially hypothesized. As a result, 

structuring the paper as a compare and contrast exercise would have proved less-interesting than 

focusing more on the ENGO sector and using funder responses to provide richer context. As the 

true scope of the paper materialized towards the end of the interview process, some questions 

were modified or omitted and more time was spent focusing on the ENGO sector. This is not to 

say that the questions concerning funding were disregarded, as resource efficiency became a 
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major theme. The third column in the Appendix A tables provides detail on which interview 

questions were phased out, added, or were included for the whole duration of the interview 

process.  

Research Limitations 
 

There are a number of limitations to the study’s methodology beginning with the fact that 

the term ENGO is a social construct. This study is using what I consider the common definition, 

and excludes groups that aren’t primarily “environmental organizations” such as First Nations 

groups and advocacy groups where the environment is one of many priority areas.  

The sample size and composition is a second limitation. The sample size is very small 

and cannot be considered representative of the hundreds of environmental charities operating in 

Canada. By focusing on large ENGOs, the perspectives of smaller groups are not reflected in this 

research. These groups are worthy of further analysis as it has been noted that the funding 

community has been supplying a disproportionate amount of funding to large “mainstream” 

ENGOs at the expense of smaller organizations (Dale, 1997; Hansen, 2012). Another issue is 

that the large ENGOs tend to be located in major population centres (namely Vancouver and 

Toronto). As a result, the sample is not a broad geographic representation and does not include 

groups working on local rural issues.  

 In terms of the individuals interviewed, the sample includes only organizational 

leadership, which allows a certain perspective but is unable to capture the diverse opinions of 

others within the organizations as well as external supporters and detractors. A study sample 

similar to that of Papadimitriou’s (2007) analysis of how multiple constituencies make 

effectiveness judgments, including different levels within an organization, could be a future 
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strand of ENGO sector research (Kanter & Summers, 1987). The limitations of the sample are 

largely a result of having limited time/resources to carry out the study. With the dynamics in 

which these organizations operate constantly in flux, research of this nature will always represent 

a snapshot in time.  

Overcoming Biases 
 

The researcher’s personal experiences and affiliation with an ENGO have the potential to 

influence the study findings. One concern is that ENGO leaders would view the researcher as a 

rival and withhold information that they would readily reveal to a more neutral party. Another is 

that these leaders would tend to refer to the activities of the researcher’s organization when 

coming up with examples as a common point of understanding. Similar concerns relate to the 

relationship with funders who may have a current or pending funding relationship with the 

researcher’s organization.  

A final consideration is that my own experiences and outlook on the state of the 

environment in Canada have led me to believe that the effectiveness of the ENGO sector is 

critical to addressing ecological challenges. This position is not universally held. Kanter and 

Summers (1987) note that nonprofit work often incorporates “societal values about which there 

may be little or no consensus” (p. 154). Thus, this research begins from the premise that the 

existence of ENGOs is necessary and should be looking for ways to improve rather than needing 

to defend its need to exist at all. Future research could explore the question of whether ENGOs 

as they currently tend to be constituted are the most efficient way for civil society to organize 

themselves to achieve environmental sustainability. 
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Interview Findings and Analysis 
 

The interview notes were compiled into spreadsheets and sorted by question. The data 

was then analyzed for key words and ideas, which were assigned codes. The codes were then 

grouped into emergent themes. This represents a key component of grounded theory when “a 

slightly higher level of abstraction—higher than the data itself” is achieved (Martin & Turner, 

1986, p. 147). The main themes that emerged form the basis of the findings and recommendation 

sections.  

Which Effectiveness Assessment Criteria are used by the Canadian ENGO Sector? 
 

Several themes emerged from the interview data that inform how ENGOs assess OE. 

While there was not unanimity and other criteria were present in responses, the themes outlined 

in Table 2 were the most prevalent.



CANADIAN ENVIRONMENTAL NONPROFIT EFFECTIVENESS 
!

!

"#!

 

Table 2 

Interview Findings- What Makes an ENGO Effective? 

Defined mission and goals 
developed through strategic 

planning 
 

Achieves environmental outcomes 
 

Organizational 
structure supports 

objectives 
Reputation and visibility 

When I look at organizations not 
being effective, they don’t have 

a defined mission. 

They need to get up in the 
morning and see if they are doing work 

that leads to outcomes. 

Organizational 
structure enables 
effective mission 

delivery 

The public believes and trusts us. 

It’s also key for groups to be 
focused. Often what happens is 
the problems we seek to address 

are so broad that there is 
tendency to take on really big 

problems. 

I think good ENGOs focus on outcomes. 
That’s their internal metric for 

effectiveness. I think it’s the same in the 
funding community. Some funders are 

less focused on outcomes and more 
focused on box checking. 

Integrated work across 
organization 

How do you measure word of 
mouth? This is probably the 

strongest indicator of effectiveness 
at the end of the day. When 

someone says “go to this 
organization, they’re really good.” 

The presence of a plan, it’s easy 
for organizations to chase shiny 

objects 

Results based management. One that gets 
outcomes and doesn’t just produce 

outputs. 

Alignment between 
mission/strategic 

objective and 
activities 

The inevitable desire to be branded 
and well known by public will 

allow us to achieve our goals more 
easily. 

We are interested in 
organizations that have a high 
level of strategic clarity and 

focus on impact. 

  
Send info to your donors and if 

they respond well that’s a sign that 
your efforts are paying off. 
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Strategic planning and goal attainment. The most prevalent criterion identified by both 

ENGO leadership and funders was strategic goal/mission achievement. This criterion could be 

summarized as an organization achieving, through a strategic planning process, the goals it has 

set for itself, thus contributing towards its mission. All participants mentioned this early on when 

reflecting on assessment criteria and it appears to factor in strongly in their perception of an 

ENGO’s legitimacy and effectiveness.  

There was a high degree of conviction among the ENGO leaders interviewed that their 

organizations had defined missions that were aligned with organizational values and structure. 

While most participants did not elaborate on what they would consider an effective 

organizational vision, some were critical of certain missions and goals present within the sector. 

One ENGO took issue with the perceived effectiveness of land preservation missions: “We 

won’t be relegated to creating more parks. That’s not an overall solution. Small fixes are 

perpetuating the existing system. We’re taking a different approach.”  

Focus was mentioned as paramount to goal attainment by a number of participants. For 

example, one ENGO leader reflected on why they don’t accept invitations to partake in 

campaigns that would require fundamentally different tactics, indicating that “We’re only 

effective if we stick to our mission. [Our particular] skills atrophy if we do other things and 

move away from our mission.” This was echoed by a funder, who noted, “I’m not looking for a 

particular approach [when assessing potential fund recipients] but a really solid understanding 

from the organization of what they want to do. They’re tight and focused.” 

Other studies have identified the nonprofit sector’s support for goal attainment as a key 

piece of effectiveness criteria. Knauft, Berger and Gray (1991) found that “philanthropic 
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organization officials most often listed “a clear sense of mission accompanied by goals to carry 

out that mission” as a characteristic of an effective organization (p. 3). Likewise, Mitchell’s 

(2005) interviews of nonprofit leaders revealed that they believe “effectiveness means being 

accountable for achieving their promised outcomes” (p. 335). A similar research venture by 

Sawhill and Williamson (2001) found that nonprofits need “specific, actionable, and, most 

critical, measurable goals to bridge the gap between their lofty missions and their near-term 

operating objectives” (p. 380). There is a degree of consistency across the nonprofit sector that 

social change organizations rate mission and goal attainment high on their list of OE criteria. 

While it is clear that strategic planning and internal alignment between activities and 

vision are an important piece of OE criteria for the ENGO sector, there was also some 

trepidation about relying on goal attainment as a direct proxy for OE. One participant remarked 

that, “a group may have a very defined mission but may not have looked at the big picture.” 

Mission achievement is not considered synonymous with affecting real environmental change. 

This was a concern that several ENGO leaders and funders had with an over-reliance on goal 

attainment as an effectiveness measure. They mentioned that goal attainment doesn’t guarantee 

the setting of strategic or impactful goals and could even tempt some organizations to set less 

ambitious goals in order to ensure success.  

Another challenge with relying heavily on goal attainment is attribution. When a policy 

outcome is achieved through the combined efforts of ENGOs, private sector champions and 

political leadership, it can be difficult to discern how heavily any one party factored into the 

result. When a direct cause-and-effect relationship is absent, is it appropriate to tie an OE 

assessment to outcomes that may have been heavily influenced by larger systemic forces?  
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Ultimately, how does one determine that the most effective goals have been set by an 

organization? Large ENGOs may have significant resources (financial, staff, political influence) 

at their disposal and could pursue a number of different strategic paths. The tendency to pursue 

broad, ambitious goals means that there are many ways that an organization could divide its 

resources and employ them towards its objectives. How does an organization have confidence 

that the path selected is the most effective in achieving its goals considering the system 

constraints faced? The uncertainty that accompanies goal attainment along with the value placed 

on other organizational attributes is one reason why additional criteria are considered when 

ENGO leadership and funders assess the effectiveness of environmental organizations.  

Achieves environmental outcomes. A second criterion that was mentioned by a number 

of participants, though not as frequently as goal attainment, was an organization’s impact on 

achieving positive environmental outcomes. Including this criterion in an organizational 

assessment could alleviate concern that goal attainment was a result of setting weak goals. As 

one funder put it, “ENGOs need to get up in the morning and see if they are doing work that 

leads to outcomes.” It’s not surprising that ENGOs and funders are looking for validation that 

their efforts are having a tangible impact.  

Depending on the environmental indicators being evaluated, the organization may need to 

establish rigorous measurement systems to identify the impact of their work on external systems. 

However, the ENGO leaders interviewed were divided when asked whether they were currently 

measuring their impact on external environmental indicators. Three ENGOs stated that they were 

measuring their impact on environmental indicators at this time while two were in the process of 

developing a measurement system. The groups that were measuring these indicators felt that it 
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was generally important to understand if, for example, additional acres on the ground were being 

protected or if there was an uptake and impact from policy recommendations. One ENGO 

participant also felt that it was important to be able to identify short term wins in order to keep 

staff motivated and that local success could lead to empowerment and the feeling of being able to 

achieve more. One funder who felt that measurement of environmental indicators was important 

said that it isn’t observed in the ENGO sector very often. 

 The ENGOs who were not measuring external indicators at this time indicated that they 

were in the process of developing a measurement process or would consider doing so in the 

future.  The main challenge cited in implementing measurement protocol was the difficulty with 

attribution. It can prove difficult to determine how an ENGO’s influence affects an outcome and 

how strong of an effect it had. It is also impossible to measure some avoided impacts with any 

certainty. Moreover, many of the desired outcomes that ENGOs seek won’t be realized until well 

into the future. 

These results seem to differ from Dart’s (2009) finding that ENGO staff didn’t equate 

program effectiveness with environmental outcomes. This could be a result of ENGO leadership 

measuring effectiveness differently from staff and also large organization perspectives differing 

from smaller groups. 

 Besides the difficulty with attribution, another barrier to adopting measurement protocols 

is cost. Hard data will likely cost money or staff-time to collect it. The opportunity cost presented 

may lead organizations to spend these resources elsewhere. There may also be a temptation for 

organizations to use whatever readily available indicators exist as a measurement of 

effectiveness regardless of their utility (Herman & Renz, 1999). 
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Herman and Renz (1999) caution that using performance measurement as a proxy for OE 

can be problematic. They note the possibility for NGOs to take credit for a programmatic 

outcome that they may only have been partially (or not at all) responsible for and receive 

increased funding on the premise that the strategy and delivery were effective (Herman & Renz, 

1999). They also note the flipside of the situation could occur where an organization fails to 

deliver on an intended outcome and the program is deemed a failure when the result may have 

been largely out of their control (Herman & Renz, 1999). Moreover, in the case of ENGOs, it is 

often difficult to compare results to those of other organizations because of differing resources 

and strategy. Lacking similar organizations on which to measure themselves against, Herman 

and Renz (1999) argue that unfair decisions regarding NGO performance can occur. 

Another complication to judging effectiveness via environmental indicators is that ENGO 

strategies may not be designed to affect the external environment directly. As one funder stated, 

the measurement of external indicators “might not be appropriate for systems change.” ENGOs 

may run campaigns aiming to build public support and political constituency for legal reforms 

that will serve environmental integrity in the long run. While this may be an appropriate strategy, 

it makes assessing interim impact difficult. Public opinion polling is one means for measuring 

support levels but the attribution concern is present.  

Reputation and visibility. A less-unanimous criterion that emerged during interviews 

was reputation and public visibility as a contributing factor to OE. It was interesting that only 

one ENGO mentioned reputation when asked to list ENGO OE criteria at the beginning of the 

interview: “How do you measure word of mouth? This is probably the strongest indicator of 

effectiveness at the end of the day.” However, when asked specifically about the effectiveness of 
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their own organizations and what would strengthen it, reputation came up more frequently. As 

one ENGO put it: 

If effectiveness means being known by one in two Canadians, we’re not quite there…. I 

always feel like we could do more if we were more widely known. There is an inevitable 

desire to be branded and well known by the public. This would allow us to achieve our 

goals more easily. 

 There was also the notion expressed that reputation, particularly that of individual staff, 

plays a significant role in the allocation of resources within the sector. “Reputation is huge. 

There’s a saying: you fund people not organizations” said an ENGO leader. “There’s not always 

an opportunity in small ENGOs. People advance in their careers by moving around. We tend to 

follow the people as much as the organizations,” echoed a funder. Another funder lamented that 

because of this “foundations are starting to grant to big groups with big reputations and small 

groups are slipping through cracks.” 

 These responses amongst others suggest that reputation and visibility are important to the 

sector, but there seems to be a reluctance to include this amongst OE criteria. For example, when 

discussing how he believed the funding sector assessed ENGOs, an ENGO leader stated that 

funders’ analysis by way of reputation and media was superficial. Later when discussing 

effective campaigns, he said, “I judge a campaign as effective if it’s on the front page of the 

paper.” It would appear that reputation and visibility are viewed by ENGO leaders as 

contributing factors to their OE but they do not consider them a proxy for effectiveness. To what 

degree this fits into ENGOs’ conception of OE criteria warrants further analysis.
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Organizational structure. Organizational structure was recognized as another important 

OE criterion. A structure that supports mission delivery, allowing integrated work to occur 

across the organization, was offered by some participants as important in assessing OE. As one 

ENGO leader put it, “Is the organization built so it can deliver on what it’s trying to do?” 

Multiple organizations that were interviewed had either recently completed, or were currently 

undertaking, a reconfiguration of their organizational structures. One ENGO stressed the 

importance of sufficient funding to create effective organizational structure: “There is a direct 

correlation between revenues and creating infrastructure to maximize effectiveness of staff.” 

Further analysis. Mission and goal attainment achieved through strategic planning are 

the major criteria identified by participants while other criteria (measurable impact on 

environmental outcomes, reputation and organizational structure) also factor into their 

assessments. This multidimensional approach suggests that ENGO leadership and funders 

interpret organizational performance on several levels and develop assessments based on their 

own individual weighting systems. The inclusion of multiple criteria in participants’ OE 

assessments could serve as a buffer against the potential risks from an over-reliance on goal 

attainment.   

Organizational reputation was not considered a primary criterion; it appeared that 

participants did not want to be perceived as “all flash and no substance” and placing lesser 

importance on their mission objectives. This could explain why reputation didn’t show up in 

initial questioning about OE but emerged later in the interview process. There are several reasons 

why ENGOs would make reputation a component of their OE assessments. In a sector that is 

highly resource-competitive and is challenged to empirically measure organizational 
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performance, reputation and visibility can be key to gaining financial resources, public 

bandwidth within the sector, and the attention of key stakeholders.  

It is also possible that because ENGOs are ultimately the product of public demand, that a 

reputational endorsement from the public and funders is evidence that they are achieving their 

purpose. As one ENGO said, “Our donors are still our donors,” implying that donors wouldn’t 

continue supporting an ineffective organization. It is interesting how this resembles the system 

resource approach, a method that was not favoured by participants.  

How does Resource Efficiency Factor into ENGO OE Assessment? 
 

All of the participants felt that goal attainment was a more accurate approach to 

measuring organizational effectiveness than the system resource approach when the two were 

compared directly. Participants felt that an organization achieving its goals was more indicative 

of an effective organization than an organization’s survival through the strategic use of its 

resources. Table 3 outlines the main pros and cons that participants identified for each approach. 
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Table 3  

Interview Findings- Perspectives on Goal Attainment and System Resource Approaches to 

Organizational Effectiveness Assessment 

System Resource Approach Goal Attainment Approach 
Pros Cons Pros Cons 

I appreciate resource 
constraints. 

It’s not a measure of 
effectiveness. 

Goal attainment is 
important. 

A focused mission 
may not address the 

big picture. 
It’s not easy to keep 

an ENGO going. 
Survival isn’t good 

enough. 
Ineffective 

organizations lack a 
defined mission. 

An ENGO could fall 
into a trap of being 

unambitious but 
achieving goals. 

 Efficient use of 
resources doesn’t 
guarantee that an 
organization is 

effective. 

An organization 
achieves results or it 

doesn’t. 

An ENGO needs to 
continually measure 

to see if goal 
attainment is having 

an impact. 
 Investment in core 

capacity could be 
critical to mission 
achievement but 

criticized as 
overhead. 

 Is the organization 
accountable for 

achieving difficult 
goals? 

 

Rather than interpreting the system resource approach as evidence of an efficiently run 

organization, participants tended to perceive it as a means of claiming effectiveness without 

actually addressing whether an organization achieved its purpose. A number of participants 

stated that the survival of an organization wasn’t a legitimate objective and was an inappropriate 

proxy for OE. As one funder put it, “A lot of organizations have hung on for the sake of hanging 

on. It’s ego instead of creating change.” It was recognized that once an organization enters 

“survival mode” that it becomes difficult to move away from a focus on feeding the 

“organizational tummy.” 
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While the system resource approach didn’t seem to resonate with the funders at all, a few 

ENGO leaders did see some merit. “I appreciate resource constraints. Not many ENGOs have an 

executive director with less than a $50K budget,” said one ENGO leader. In a larger sample of 

ENGOs, such responses may fall in line with the findings of Mitchell (2012) where 15 per cent 

of the nonprofit leaders interviewed ranked overhead minimization, an efficient resource 

measure, ahead of goal achievement.  

The dismissal of the system resource approach could be a matter of it being compared 

directly to the goal attainment approach, a model that is more in line with the mission-based 

prerogative of the organizations. Despite participants not considering resource efficiency an 

appropriate proxy for OE, several responses suggest that it is a factor when making an 

assessment. For instance, having an organizational structure that supports mission achievement 

(the efficient use of personnel) was mentioned as an effectiveness criterion. Similarly, the stated 

desire for greater collaboration suggests that an ability to tap into a broader resource pool and the 

economies of scale that may emerge is also embedded at some level of OE assessment. 

The lack of acknowledgement given to resource efficiency could also be a matter of 

definition rather than ENGOs and funders omitting it from their assessments. Resource 

efficiency has been a sensitive topic in nonprofit circles, particularly the scrutiny of overhead 

costs (Wing & Hager, 2004). The tendency to judge efficiency with established for-profit 

techniques clearly rubs the sector the wrong way. This may lead ENGO leadership to frame their 

assessments more in terms of strategic clarity and mission attainment and less in terms of 

organizational efficiencies. There may also be desirable optics for an ENGO to be perceived by 

funders and the public as entirely focused on mission achievement. To include resource 
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efficiency and organizational survival amongst an organization’s primary assessment criteria 

might be perceived as de-emphasizing the mission, as if the presence of other goals somehow 

detracts from the organization’s raison d’être. And it may not be strategic for an ENGO to define 

its effectiveness using language and tools borrowed from the corporate sector, a group that is 

regularly criticized, rightly or wrongly, by ENGOs and their supporters. As a result, an 

organization could feel that resource efficiency is critical to its objectives but refrain from 

highlighting it publicly to ensure that its mission-focus isn’t questioned.  

It is apparent that ENGOs and funders do consider resource efficiency important and that 

they do factor it into their internal assessments. However, they are reluctant to emphasize it when 

speaking publicly and do not consider it a proxy for effectiveness on its own. The challenge 

would appear to be in redefining the notion of resource efficiency so that it is appropriate for the 

ENGO sector. Simply focusing on overhead minimization says little about how an organization 

is strategically leveraging its resources towards goal achievement. Enabling ENGOs to more 

freely discuss how their resource efficiency supports mission delivery would increase 

transparency with donors and stakeholders and improve understanding of how ENGOs are 

measuring their effectiveness.  

How do ENGOs Perceive the Effectiveness of their Organizations and the Sector as a 
Whole? 
 

The majority of ENGOs interviewed said they believe their organization is effective. This 

was justified using many of the criteria expressed in the previous question. “We have a good 

reputation in Canada and internationally as an organization that can achieve results,” said one 
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ENGO leader. “We’re achieving our mission…. Government is aware of us and thinks we’re a 

watchdog.... The public believes and trusts us,” said another. 

Another response type that emerged was around ENGOs filling a critical societal role; 

essentially, that they provide a service that otherwise wouldn’t exist if people had to pay for it. I 

would posit that for many nonprofits, their effectiveness assessment is built atop this base layer, 

that regardless of their actual performance they feel their presence on the issue results in a more 

positive outcome than a scenario where they were absent. If this belief is strong in an 

organization, there could be a tendency to rely less on other effectiveness criteria when assessing 

OE. This could lead to a more positive assessment compared to an outside perspective that may 

not view the significance of the organization’s role in the same way. It could also result in an 

organization responding less urgently to waning effectiveness criteria if the overall assessment is 

being bolstered by this impression. 

A number of the positive responses from ENGO leadership suggesting that their 

organizations were being effective were qualified by them saying that they felt like they could be 

even more effective: 

• “We’re a work in progress. Organizations are incomplete stories and are 

evolving.”  

•  “We’re effective in many ways but ineffective in others…we’re effective at using 

our influence to achieve success…we’re ineffective in that we lack broad public 

recognition.” 

•  “Absolutely I can point out spots where we’ve made a clear difference…. We can 

do more.”  
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These responses reflect the ambition of the sector and how generally positive self-

evaluations can still leave organizations with significant areas to improve on in order to meet 

their objectives. While responses were generally positive or optimistic when discussing their 

organization’s OE, participants including funders, were more critical of the sector’s effectiveness 

(see Table 4).  

Table 4 

Interview Findings- How is the ENGO Sector Performing? 

Fragmented Resource 
constraints 

Political obstacles Strengths 

Sector is too 
fragmented/polarized 

Resources are 
being stripped 

 

Easy to portray 
ENGOs as radical 

Strong credibility 
with Canadian public 

Is it a movement? Not 
formed from 

grassroots 

ENGOs would be 
more effective with 

10X the funding 

ENGOs working at 
federal level are at  
weakest point ever 

Ensure environment 
is on political/media 

radar 
Would be 

advantageous to act 
like a movement 

Many charities 
weakened by 2008 

market crash 

Audits of ENGOs 
have cast a chill over 

the sector 

Seeing positive signs 
at provincial and 

local level 
Sometimes 

advantageous to have 
disparate voices 

ENGOs don’t 
typically have 

funding to look at 
their delivery 

model 

I don’t see the 
space/leadership for 
national ENGOs to 

do what they’re 
doing 

Composed of 
dedicated, passionate 

individuals 

Need collective 
widespread tactics 
and focus points 

Organizations with 
diversified base of 
large funders have 

been stronger 

ENGOs have become 
a little safer due to 
government policy 

Some organizations 
have set specific 

goals and are 
achieving results 

 

“In the big picture, the environmental movement has been a failure,” said one ENGO 

leader, “We’re still unable to affect the change that the planet needs to survive.” A funder 

remarked that he “doesn’t feel we’re seeing progress on pollution at the federal level from large 

ENGOs.” These are interesting assertions, contrasting the more favourable self-assessment of 
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ENGO leadership. They also differ from the interview findings of Nordhaus and Shellenberger 

(2005) who spoke with a number of large American ENGOs in writing Death of 

Environmentalism and found that the majority believed the movement was on the right track to 

addressing climate change. One possibility is the Death of Environmentalism-type critiques that 

triggered much debate in the ENGO community have caused the sector to alter its perception of 

its own effectiveness. There is also the possibility that additional perceived failures, such as the 

failed Copenhagen climate change negotiations, have provided more recent evidence of sector 

shortcomings.  

 The following section discusses the main sector challenges identified by participants. It 

also touches on the perceived strengths of the ENGO movement. 

Resource deficiency and constraints. The first challenge that participants flagged is the 

sector’s difficulty in obtaining the resources necessary to make an impact. While resource 

efficiency was largely absent when participants were asked to name effectiveness criteria and the 

system resource approach was derided by both ENGO leadership and funders, resources are very 

much a top-of-mind issue when discussing organizational as well as sector performance. There 

were three significant resource issues identified by participants. 

The relative small size of the Canadian funding community was identified as the first 

challenge. Canadian environmental organizations received $1.1 billion in 2003, the last time 

comprehensive data were collected (Hall, et al., 2005). This is dwarfed by US philanthropic gifts 

to environmental causes, which totaled nearly $9.5 billion in 2012 (Lilly Family School of 

Philanthropy, 2013). “It’s like a pea-shooter versus a bazooka,” said one ENGO, “US 

organizations can really go after certain issues.” Many funding organizations restrict their 
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support to particular geographic regions. This means that funding from US foundations is largely 

inaccessible to Canadian organizations even if their missions are aligned and the environmental 

issue may traverse international borders. While Canadian ENGOs may be more likely to 

compare themselves to other Canadian organizations, the resourcing levels of larger US 

organizations does offer a sense of what is possible with more funding. This may influence how 

Canadian ENGOs understand their own performance and seed the notion that resource deficiency 

is an issue. When asked what would make the sector more effective, one ENGO responded 

without pausing “ten times the funding.” 

The second resourcing challenge identified by interviewees was a perceived difficulty 

raising funds compared to other types of charitable organizations. “It’s tougher for ENGOs to 

raise money than other charities such as health or education. ENGOs only get three per cent of 

charitable funding,” said an ENGO leader. A survey revealed that ensuring the financial stability 

of their ENGOs was a significant source of anxiety for organizational leaders and that they were 

much more likely to hire fundraising personnel over other administration needs (Vesneski & 

Adess, 2002), potentially neglecting other key organizational needs. Participants expressed 

frustration at the perceived lack of support for environmental concerns compared to other social 

issues. “Canadians give money to cancer charities but not to address toxins in the water that may 

be a contributing cause,” said an ENGO leader. Another questioned whether the sector was 

having success at reaching donors on an emotional level: “Are people putting their money where 

their hearts are? If so we haven’t reached the hearts of Canadians.” The ENGOs represented in 

this study are financially towards the upper end of the sector’s resource spectrum. Organizations 
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that sit at or below the average revenue of $256,000 (Hall, et al., 2005) face even greater 

challenges.  

The third issue that regularly appears in discussions of ENGO challenges concerns their 

difficulty in obtaining resources to address organizational capacity issues and the effectiveness of 

their operating models (Dale, 1997; DeMarco, 2005). While a for-profit organization can elect to 

channel some of their profit margin into the training of employees and invest in the 

implementation of systems that can enhance OE, nonprofits generally lack this flexibility. A 

significant portion of revenue may be tied to specific project outcomes and cannot be used for 

capacity building purposes.  

 One ENGO leader stated that in order for the organizational structure of a large ENGO 

to support its goals and mission, the Executive Director can’t be doing accounting. Another 

ENGO leader stated that “Some funders are aligned. Others want you to do ridiculous things, get 

away from your mandate, and they won’t support core funding.” While some funders recognize 

there is benefit in supporting the core capacity of organizations, many of the grants available to 

ENGOs are explicit in needing to directly fund programs. The Cornerstones of Community 

survey found that a majority of groups who received foundation funding identified an 

unwillingness to fund core operations and the over-funding of projects as challenges they 

experienced (Hall, et al., 2005). There is some sense that the strategic mission objectives that are 

highly valued in ENGO OE assessments are being compromised by a lack of core capacity to 

achieve them. 

 As mentioned in the discussion of resource efficiency, there is a considerable amount of 

scrutiny on charities of all types evaluating how much of their revenue supports programs versus 
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the overhead that supports the functioning of the organization (administration, management, 

fundraising, etc). A concerning trend has seen government and funders withdraw their financial 

support for the core capacity building of ENGOs and focusing on specific projects instead (Dale, 

2007).  It is understandable why funders and individual donors would move in this direction, 

donors desire confidence that their contributions are forwarding the organizations’ mission. 

Investing in programs and “saving the rainforest!” is more attractive to funders than investing in 

core capacity and “improving the organizations’ administrative capacity!”  

This is a perception that ENGOs are having a difficult time countering. As one ENGO 

put it, “Organizations try to keep administration costs as low as possible because donors expect 

this. But what about investment in training for staff? Tools for the job? Investments in volunteer 

recruitment?” This position has been echoed by others in the philanthropic community, that if a 

nonprofit dreams of maximizing its potential that it must invest in capacity building (Palotta, 

2013). Smaller organizations may find this especially difficult and in fact, see their Executive 

Directors spending up to 90 per cent of their time on fundraising (Dale, 1997).  

Another main point expressed was that without funding to improve core capacity, 

ENGOs were finding it difficult to critically and effectively evaluate their internal structures and 

approaches. “ENGOs don’t have a lot of time or resources to ask if they’re well managed…. 

Where do you find the tools and resources to find out if your organization is well managed?” 

commented an ENGO leader. 

Without the capacity to sharpen their skills and thoroughly evaluate internal systems, 

ENGOs may be tackling some of the most difficult challenges with blunt tools while being 
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hindered by ineffective structures. The participants have identified the level of resourcing and the 

constraints to the resources they are able to access as fundamental challenges facing the sector. 

One issue that didn’t emerge from the interviews but which may be relevant to the 

resourcing of the sector, is that large ENGOs operate under the assumption that they will be in 

existence well into the future. This makes sense given the current lack of momentum towards 

addressing major environmental challenges. While both ENGO leaders and funders were clear 

that they disliked the notion of organizations “clinging to survival”, organizational sustainability 

is something that all nonprofits strive for. Organizations don’t expend all of their resources at 

once. They build endowments to buffer against difficult financial periods and improve the 

organization’s ability to exist long-term. There is of course an opportunity cost associated with 

this approach as fewer resources can be spent on the immediate program areas of the 

organization in order to help ensure it is financially secure. This isn’t to suggest that ENGOs 

should allocate resources differently, only that by investing in their future they are reducing their 

capacity to impact the present. They are banking that their continued influence will achieve 

greater environmental outcomes than an all-out investment in short-terms efforts.  

Sector is fragmented. The second challenge identified was that the diversity of the 

sector can make alignment and collaboration difficult. This issue continues to be raised as an 

area of concern for the sector: “Unless we are working on “issue coalitions” (such as climate 

change or the budget), we do not seem to have the time, resources or incentive to simply get 

together as a movement to discuss strategy, assumptions, priorities, future scenarios, etc.” 

(DeMarco, 2005, p. 8). 
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In describing what he would consider an effective ENGO at this moment, one funder 

stated, “it’s one that can work across sectors and has a way of engaging and creating alignment 

with other ENGOs. An every-man-for-himself strategy is self defeating.” Given the perception 

that resource constraints are hindering the performance of the sector, it would seem desirable for 

organizations to pool resources and try to capitalize on economies of scale that could minimize 

resource deficiencies. The sector has found this difficult for a number of reasons. One ENGO 

leader recounted a meeting that he and several other organizations had with a federal government 

minister: 

The government says, “I want to know what the ENGO movement wants.” But there’s 

not one voice. [Our organization] goes in and gets [an environmental outcome] and 

celebrates with government. Then [another ENGO] comes back and slams them. That 

diversity that is so important makes it challenging to feel like a part of a broad 

movement.  

Despite working towards many of the same goals, the complexity of environmental issues 

can make it extremely difficult to get the broad consensus needed to effectively apply political 

pressure. According to another ENGO, each organization tends to “think their issue is the most 

important. This is an impediment to creating a larger movement.” Demarco (2005) asks the 

question “Is it worthwhile to act on our narrower missions as organizations without adequate 

relation to the collective good” (p. 5)? Is a “laundry list approach” an effective way for the sector 

to affect environmental decision-making or would it be better suited concentrating its efforts on 

fewer issues of higher priority? Other issues that were identified as preventing greater 

collaboration across the sector included:  
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• the competition for scarce resources discussed in the previous section;  

• the increased scrutiny of the ENGO sector may have put a chill on some joint advocacy 

efforts;  

• and a diagnosed insularity within the sector may make external partnerships difficult. 

 ENGO participants were also asked whether they felt like part of a collective movement. 

Several participants responded that they did feel like part of a movement but they felt like there 

were different interpretations of what this meant. “I didn’t feel a part of a movement at [the 

ENGO where I was previously employed]. There may be a movement around specific issues but 

I’m not sure there’s movement as a whole,” said one ENGO leader. Another supported this 

notion stating, “Other issues (such as clean technology and clean energy) are more autonomous 

collectives, these aren’t movements.” A third ENGO leader suggested that there might be no 

movement at all because the sector has been professionalized and the modern iteration hasn’t 

formed from a grassroots movement around injustice. 

It’s not that ENGOs are incapable of working together; they do it all the time. Coalition 

initiatives such as the Green Budget Coalition and Climate Action Network are important 

alliances that have been forged within the sector. But these efforts tend to focus on specific 

issues rather than sustained, overarching, movement-level collaboration. In his interviews with 

ENGO leadership, DeMarco (2005) found that “Nearly everyone contacted in preparing this 

paper noted the relative lack of sector-level opportunities for leaders to learn and work together, 

exchange experiences and create a lasting non issue-specific network or movement” (p. 11). 
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There is a disconnect somewhere between the stated desire for more significant 

collaboration and its implementation. Again, this is an ongoing area of concern. Dick Martin (as 

cited in DeMarco, 2005) stated two decades ago, that  

Calling it an environmental movement is really a misnomer – it is more like 

environmental anarchy. This can only be corrected by creating what I term “One Big 

Environmental Movement” bringing organization where much chaos exists, revenue 

where poverty exists, and real political punch where fly-swatting exists.” (p. 9) 

 One of the funders interviewed offered another reason why movement level strategies 

are important. He felt that without them ENGOS are more at risk of being subverted by sharper 

corporate or government strategies that have more resources thrown behind them.  

One hypothesis for the lack of collaboration is that each organization guards its identity 

and doesn’t want to be controlled or overshadowed by others and thus avoids circumstances that 

would make it vulnerable. There are potentially two main reasons why organizations may behave 

this way. One is that each ENGO believes its role is unique, that its perspectives and approaches 

are essential to the movement achieving long-term goals. More significant collaboration may be 

perceived as an enduring compromise that masks the uniqueness and the perceived effectiveness 

of the organization. The second reason is a fear of appearing redundant. ENGOs are used to 

operating in a competitive environment where they must regularly try to outdo their allies for 

scarce funding. They perform unique work and comparing two organizations can be like 

comparing apples to oranges. However, if groups are working in large partnerships on the same 

work, there could be a risk that some partners shine while others fall into more of a supporting 

role. Griss (as cited in DeMarco, 2005) alluded to this when he said, “Progress will be obstructed 



CANADIAN ENVIRONMENTAL NONPROFIT EFFECTIVENESS 
!

!

$#!

by those with unfounded fears that greater co-operation will threaten their funding, profile, 

power, or credibility” (p. 9). While all organizations are pursuing legitimate environmental 

outcomes, the competitive nature of the sector has created a dynamic where organizational 

preservation can be at odds with the greater environmental objectives that ENGOs pursue. 

Political landscape. There was broad consensus that the current political climate makes 

it difficult for ENGOs to affect policy change at the federal level, traditionally a key tactic of 

nearly all of the ENGO groups interviewed. “A big challenge for the environmental movement is 

the current political context, with an extremely conservative government gutting environmental 

law and taking resources away from ENGOs,” said one ENGO leader. “We know that change is 

political, and it’s tough for groups to work at the political level.” References to the weakening of 

laws and regulations, budget cuts to science and conservation programs, a general unwillingness 

to prioritize environmental issues, and efforts to vilify ENGOs who oppose natural resource 

projects and attack their charitable status, were made by the ENGO participants.  

There was a sense among respondents that the political environment is making this a 

particularly challenging time for ENGOs. “ENGOs at the federal level are at their weakest point 

ever,” declared one ENGO leader. Funders also recognized these challenges. “I don’t see the 

space or leadership for national environmental organizations to do what they’re doing,” one 

funder commented. “ENGOs have come under attack. It’s easy to portray them as radical,” said 

another. The sector’s relationship with government is a challenge to its effectiveness, both in 

terms of its ability to work productively with government to achieve environmental outcomes 

and managing its reputation in response to government criticism.  
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Leadership void. At the time that interviews were conducted, two of Canada’s largest 

ENGOs (WWF and Environmental Defence) had vacant Executive Director roles. “Passing the 

leadership mantle is an issue right now,” said one ENGO leader. Egri and Herman (2000) note 

that ENGO leadership requires a unique skillset. 

The personal values of potential leaders include high levels of ecocentric, self-

transcendence, and openness-to-change values. Because of the need to frequently perform 

both transformational and transactional managerial roles, environmental leaders need a 

diverse repertoire of leadership skills as well as the ability to quickly switch roles in 

response to the very complex and turbulent environments in which they work....We 

suspect that these individuals require substantively different configurations of personal 

values, attributes, and skills than is the norm for those working in nonenvironmental 

sector organizations. (p. 599) 

 Finding a leader with such a skillset may prove challenging especially if looking for new 

talent outside of the sector. This could lead to organizations poaching staff from other ENGOs, 

plugging their own holes but leaving a skill deficit in the sector. 

 One funder raised the issue of diversity, as the complexion of the sector does not reflect 

the changing Canadian ethnic demographic. This is even more pronounced amongst ENGO 

leadership where one survey of 145 Western North American environmental organizations found 

that 97 per cent of leaders were white (Vesneski & Adess, 2002). 

There were some positive trends noted by interview participants. One ENGO stated that 

the sector was trending towards a younger demographic. This presents an opportunity to train 

future leaders. A funder commented that people couldn’t afford to work in the sector past the age 
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of thirty a few decades ago, where now it’s possible to stay their whole career. He saw evidence 

that the sector could attract and retain the talent necessary to rival experts in government and 

industry. However, this is still a challenge that the sector must address. It is critical for the long-

term sustainability of the sector that ENGOs are able to attract talented professionals and provide 

them with financial security that will encourage them to stay and grow along with their 

organization.  

Strengths. Despite responses focusing primarily on areas needing improvement, 

participants did identify a number of areas where the sector was currently being effective. For all 

the talk of resources being scarce and government impacting OE, some ENGOs felt that the 

sector is doing a good job with what it has. “Even as resources are stripped, ENGOs have a 

strong amount of credibility with the Canadian public,” said one ENGO leader. 

This reputation with the public may be the fundamental strength of ENGOs, which for 

some organizations has been built over several decades. ENGOs and funders mentioned this as 

an enabling factor for keeping environmental issues on the media’s agenda as well as at other 

levels of government, a key educational role played by the sector. Participants noted that they are 

seeing environmental progress on several provincial and municipal fronts, suggesting that they 

may be having some impact on empirical indicators despite the perceived deterioration at the 

federal or macro level. 

A final strength that was referenced in responses throughout the interview process was 

the value of the human resources present in the sector. Social change organizations are 

dependent on dedicated individuals with their passion a key ingredient in pursuing such 

transformative missions. 
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Further analysis. It is interesting that the collection of generally positive organizational 

assessments doesn’t seem to equate to a positive assessment of the ENGO sector. The diversity 

of the sector likely plays a significant role in this divergence. Despite acknowledging that the 

sector’s diversity can be a strength, ENGOs may have difficulty seeing other organizations 

pursuing strategies that they consider less effective; if they were such effective strategies why 

wouldn’t all organizations pursue them?  

ENGOs focus on different issues, have different core strengths, and have different 

stakeholder relationships. They may also possess different theories about how change occurs that 

may not be particularly malleable or conducive to collaboration. The issues on which they work 

also tend to be highly normative, and can evoke strong values leading to conflict over which 

should be prioritized within the movement. While ENGOs may agree on 80-90 per cent of what 

is necessary to move towards a more sustainable future, there may be certain positions that are 

completely intractable and can prevent collaboration from proceeding. An example would be 

nuclear power, which is a complete non-starter for some organizations while others may consider 

it a viable low-carbon energy option. I would posit that no organization believes it can achieve 

its mission alone; the aspirational change being pursued is too immense. Being unable to 

collaborate more extensively with one’s closest allies seems to be a huge missed opportunity. 

Another possibility to explain the contrasting views of organizational and sector 

effectiveness is that that the scope of an individual organization’s goals differs from the 

perceived goal for the entire sector. Smaller goals are easier to achieve than broad systems 

change. Despite assertions from all organizations that affecting tangible environmental change is 

an objective, is there an underlying perception that affecting broad systemic change is not really 
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the responsibility of any one organization but one for the entire sector? Are the collective failed 

goals of ENGOs being pinned on the sector rather than each organization assuming some of the 

responsibility?  

An observation that I believe is fundamental to this issue is that collaboration and 

contributing to sector level performance were completely absent when ENGOs were discussing 

the effectiveness of their organizations. Interestingly, any mention of collaboration was also 

absent when Statistics Canada asked ENGOs about key challenges facing organizational capacity 

(Hall, et al., 2005). If organizations are not including their success in leveraging partnerships, 

pooling resources, and creating more powerful strategies in their OE assessments (the potential 

benefits of effective collaboration), then it would seem they are judging their effectiveness 

against a more limited potential.   

Of course, it is natural for an organization to look out for its own self-interest ahead of 

the welfare of the sector. ENGOs are beholden to their board of directors, funding agreements, 

and staff who rely on the organization for their livelihood. ENGOs need to reconcile their 

tendency to focus heavily on their own independent activity with the fact that they may not be 

able to achieve their individual potential without tapping into the benefits offered by broader 

strategic alignment. A number of the concerns expressed around resources and core capacity 

constraints could be addressed if the sector could find a way to better organize itself as a 

cohesive movement. 

One final explanation for the critical sector assessment could be that ENGO leaders have 

a deep personal connection to the outcomes of their work and take it personally when things 

aren’t going well. It goes beyond trying to affect a corporate bottom-line; many in the sector 
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have forgone more financially lucrative careers because their values and convictions compel 

them to work on these issues. For some, the urgency and immensity of the challenge may lead 

them to a negative perception of the sector’s performance regardless of the actual opportunities 

available and success achieved. 

Are ENGOs and Funders on the Same Page? 
 
 There is significant overlap in how ENGOs and funders perceive the sector’s strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and measures of effectiveness. They generally agree on the high-level 

effectiveness assessment criteria. ENGOs and funders are also both quite averse to the system 

resource approach of OE, likening it to clinging to survival instead of creating change. They both 

favour a goal attainment approach for assessing OE.  

Where there does appear to be some divergence of opinion is if the sector is best served 

by having hundreds of separate organizations across the country, including several large groups, 

working independently on similar issues. If an ENGO leader felt the organization could better 

achieve its mission by merging with or being absorbed by another organization would this be a 

plausible option? This was the scenario put forth by one funder: 

I’m a proponent of ENGOs not acting like businesses, but I am a proponent of ENGOs 

adopting business practices that make sense. Acquisitions and mergers happen all the 

time in the business world but not in the NGO world. If an organization has served its 

time and its programs can live on in other places, why is that a bad story? The sector 

needs to continually evolve and adapt.  

This point is echoed by Dale (2007) who notes that strategic partnerships or mergers 

around major issues are rarely initiated by ENGOs and they miss out on potential economies of 



CANADIAN ENVIRONMENTAL NONPROFIT EFFECTIVENESS 
!

!

%)!

scale as a result. Does anyone believe we need more environmental organizations or do we just 

need to make the ones that exist more effective? This perspective seemed to be coming more 

from the funders than the ENGO leaders but one did add that “There are too many of us. There 

are 12-13 national environmental groups. Is that really the best way to do this? Could there be 

fewer?” If funders are of the mind that crowding within the sector is an impediment to greater 

effectiveness then it may be more supportive of larger strategic collaborations moving forward. 

Funders also tended to mention collaboration much earlier in the interviews. While 

ENGO leadership mentioned the level of collaboration when asked about sector weaknesses, 

funders identified strategic partnerships as an effectiveness criterion.  

One additional area of differentiation is that funders may be more willing to invest in 

movement health than ENGOs. One funder recounted that an ENGO was at risk of losing its 

staff capacity on a particular issue due to lack of funding. While the funder had reservations 

about supporting them, his foundation was concerned that this loss of capacity would be a 

serious detriment to the health of the movement and the grant was made. It is unclear to what 

degree ENGOs are scanning the landscape and altering course to address deficiencies in the 

movement’s efforts.   

Recommendations 

Strategic Planning should be Based on Organization’s Effectiveness Criteria 
 

It is clear that each ENGO perceives its effectiveness differently. There is a consensus 

that working toward a strategic mission through goal attainment is a critical element of 

assessment criteria, but other areas of organizational performance such as reputation, resourcing, 
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and environmental impact are also deemed significant. If there is internal dissonance regarding 

how these criteria are prioritized, it could lead an organization to pursue goals or employ tactics 

that are inconsistent with its objectives.  

Several ENGO leaders suggested that increased public recognition would enhance their 

ability to affect environmental outcomes. In this case, the ability of an organization to market 

itself should be measured along with its goal attainment. All organizations are likely concerned 

with their public profile to some degree, but if an organization believes that growing brand 

awareness is critical to building the support and resource base it ultimately needs to achieve 

more ambitious goals, can they agree to measure themselves in this way? I would argue that an 

honest assessment of how an organization will measure its effectiveness should be at the root of 

its strategic planning process.  

Failure to pinpoint an organization’s assessment criteria could lead to a number of issues. 

One is that organizations may fall back onto other criteria to compensate if goal attainment is 

unsuccessful. An organization may point to empirical indicators or reputation as signs of 

effectiveness when initially they had defined effectiveness as primarily the achievement of 

specific project deliverables. The risk here would be that the organization is masking its 

accountability towards its goal setting process and may be perpetuating a habit of setting 

ineffective or unrealistic goals.  

There is also the issue of project selection. For instance, a project may be undertaken 

because it can attract resources even when there are other potential projects that could have a 

greater impact. How does such a dynamic (i.e. tradeoffs between competing values) affect an 

organization’s conception of its effectiveness? Another example would be an ENGO considering 
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a project that was inconsistent with its supporters’ understanding of environmentalism, when 

doing so could be detrimental to the organization’s status and brand (Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 

2005). An organization would likely think twice about advocating for nuclear power or 

genetically modified food if they sensed that doing so would result in a hemorrhaging of donors 

and loss of reputation in the environmental community. In this case, the reputation and 

resourcing of an organization are at odds with its goals. Gaining a better understanding of how 

these pieces fit together for an ENGO, how the competing values of goal attainment, access to 

resources, and reputation impact an organization’s effectiveness assessment, could allow them to 

measure their performance in a more strategic manner. 

ENGOs should try to identify their organization’s assessment criteria early in the 

strategic planning process. Organizations may tend to default to goal attainment, but if these 

goals aren’t inclusive of key effectiveness measures that the organization values (e.g. reputation, 

resourcing, environmental impact), they may be measuring performance using an incomplete list 

of criteria. One of the barriers to ENGOs being able to commit the time and resources to such an 

exercise is a lack of dedicated core funding.  

Redefine Resource Efficiency 
 

Using traditional efficiency metrics (outputs/inputs) as an effectiveness proxy is likely 

more appropriate for businesses than for social change organizations. ENGOs have been 

reluctant to include resource efficiency in their OE assessments. The concept has been 

traditionally associated with overhead minimization, a measurement that has been criticized as 

an imprecise indicator of OE (Wing & Hager, 2004). However, evidence suggests that ENGOs 
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do consider resource efficiency in their OE assessments. Is it possible to redefine the concept of 

resource efficiency so that it is relevant to ENGOs?  

Each ENGO could begin to redefine resource efficiency by making more explicit how its 

strategic use of resources contributes to the achievement of its mission. Traditionally, ENGOs 

have justified their expenditures based on how much they’ve spent on programs. In theory, a 

high spend on programs would indicate that the organization was committing its resources to 

achieving environmental outcomes. This practice of justifying spending through emphasis on 

programs actually serves to lock ENGOs into a model of short-term thinking, funding projects 

that are more responsive and stopgap in nature. It is not conducive to addressing the large-scale 

systems changes that ENGOs claim are needed. As DeMarco (2005) states, “rarely do we step 

outside our ‘mission-boxes’ to work on the environmental sector plane per se” (p. 9). The way 

that the ENGO sector is structured, as multiple organizations trying to build organizational 

capacity for long-term survival to address ongoing environmental challenges, suggests that its 

effectiveness isn’t correlated to short-term wins or losses. The sector is largely trying to affect 

the long-term trend in public and political support for environmental policies and the 

improvement of empirical indicators. Describing how the organization’s resource allocation fits 

this vision is an important story to tell. Telling their story in such a way that doesn’t immediately 

revert to the old overhead minimization debate will be the challenge. 

The effort to redefine resource efficiency could begin with addressing the stigma around 

investing in administration. There is a pervasive notion that investing in the administrative 

capacity of an organization is not an efficient use of resources. This may be true in some 

instances, especially those of corrupt or mismanaged organizations. But administrative capacity 
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is essential to larger organizations, and it is important that these ENGOs make the case why such 

an investment is critical. With such ambitious missions, I would argue that ENGOs should 

maximize the number of experts fully committed to the science, research, and advocacy work 

they excel at and that investing in administrative capacity frees them up to do so. Rather than 

framing these expenditures solely as taking away from programs, efforts should be made to 

highlight how they enable the work of program staff. Donors, do you want the organization’s 

grizzly bear conservation specialist negotiating for endangered species legislation or chasing 

scarce resources? While it could be argued that smaller organizations can be “leaner and 

meaner”, meaning less overhead and having more staff time committed to programs, these 

organizations also face significant challenges in that their environmental experts must also 

fundraise and perform office administration, accounting, etc. This is not meant as a slight to 

smaller organizations, there are certain advantages of operating at a smaller scale, but as 

encouragement for larger organizations to speak confidently about their strengths. 

Continue Efforts to Build Core Capacity 
!

ENGOs should improve public messaging of why core capacity building is so important 

for social change organizations. An organization can self-improve by learning from past-

experiences and nurturing the skill development of its staff. But will this occur at a rate 

commensurate with the escalation of environmental problems and the increasing sophistication 

of other stakeholders who are committing resources to improving the abilities of their 

organizations? If environmental challenges are viewed more holistically at a systems level and 

the critical path for achieving this type of change requires a more diverse skillset than traditional 

environmental campaigning, can an organization expect to build these capacities and be 
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successful without targeted investment? Consider the investment in communications training for 

wildlife ecologists to become better storytellers and public speakers. Should this be something 

that an organization buries in an expense line in its annual report or a message that it shares with 

its constituents and is mentioned when discussing how the organization is becoming more 

effective? Likewise, investment in social media tools and expertise could be essential to 

achieving social change goals. There is no guarantee that $30,000 spent producing a report on 

climate change will yield more environmental benefits than investing those resources in 

technology that makes the organization operate more efficiently. 

One challenge that ENGOs may be facing in attracting the resources necessary to enable 

core-capacity building is that they lack the experience articulating their needs to funders. One of 

the funders interviewed who is a strong supporter of capacity building said she recently reviewed 

two-dozen proposals from ENGOs who were seeking funds to improve internal capacity and that 

the majority were not able to do so effectively. Funders may need to take a more involved role in 

guiding ENGOs through this process in order for the practice to take greater hold in the sector. 

Rather than adhering to the standard definition of resource efficiency and subsequently 

avoiding it when describing their OE, ENGOs should develop a stronger narrative around the 

effective use of their resources. The issue of core-capacity building should not be an afterthought 

when ENGOs assess effectiveness and communicate to the public. There is an important story to 

communicate: how the organization is strategically using resources to strengthen itself and 

improve its capacity to address environmental needs. 
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Steward Leadership Growth 
!

DeMarco (2005) has called for the sector to provide resources for its next generation of 

leadership “through peer groups, learning exercises, and the like” (p. 13). Is there evidence that 

this is occurring? There are some youth-oriented environmental organizations that aim to build 

leadership skills and experience in the ENGO sector. Some larger ENGOs offer internships and 

other opportunities for students and young professionals to gain experience. There are also 

external training opportunities specifically designed for ENGO leadership. But it is unclear how 

great an impact such programs have on ensuring that a reliable pipeline of capable personnel and 

potential leaders is developed.  

ENGO leadership requires a unique skillset and the sector should consider the benefits of 

sharing its collective wisdom to strengthen the whole, rather than organizations treating their 

staff like proprietary resources.  

Encouraging collaboration across the sector could create important mentoring 

opportunities. Senior experts who are siloed in an organization may get an opportunity to lend 

their expertise to younger activists of a partner organization (Dale, 2007). A forum to enable 

these development opportunities such as regional meet-ups, a national conference, or an online 

platform for sharing experiences could be of significant value to the sector and contribute to 

long-term objectives. 

Continue Efforts to Become More Collaborative 
 

ENGOs should seek greater alignment and collaboration to improve efficiency and 

potentially enhance the sector’s effectiveness. The prospect of greater resources, a more unified 
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and powerful voice, and the ability to reach a broader audience seem like compelling reasons for 

ENGOs to enter into more significant partnerships. As one ENGO leader stated: 

The biggest weakness is that it [the ENGO movement] is too fragmented. If we did work 

together as a whole, we could affect change more systematically and really use our 

resources much better than we are. This costs money to collaborate but you get a bigger 

bang for your buck if you’re a funder.  

There is some evidence of the ENGO sector attempting to become more cohesive. The 

McConnell Foundation has funded a capacity building initiative bringing together the leaders of 

eleven large Canadian ENGOs. This initiative was launched in response to DeMarco’s 

recommendation that ENGOs need to think and act like a movement (J.W. McConnell Family 

Foundation, 2013). The Strathmere Group meets at regular intervals to “develop movement 

strategy, collaborate on communications, harmonize human resource policies and reduce 

fundraising costs” (J.W. McConnell Family Foundation, 2013, para. 4).  This effort has produced 

one joint public campaign aimed at pushing back against budget cuts to environmental programs 

and the alleged attempts to silence opposition (BlackOutSpeakOut, 2012). It remains to be seen 

how this effort will evolve moving forward. If it continues to secure funding and benefits are 

realized, will the Strathmere Group attempt to bring more ENGOs into the fold? Would it be 

open to bringing other types of civil society groups onboard, broadening the tent and definition 

of environmental issues? Or, are there limits to how broad a collaborative capacity building 

initiative can be, given the nature of this particular sector?  

One ambitious US project that may yield key learnings for the Canadian ENGO sector is 

RE-AMP. The project consists of a network of 160 nonprofits and foundations working towards 
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a common outcome: reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the US Midwest (McLeod Grant, 

2010). The project’s leadership consists of member group employees, so it is not simply a jointly 

funded project but one in which members are actively participating. It is also unique in that the 

funders and ENGOs were partners from the outset, reducing competition for resources between 

organizations and the potential for foundations to be redundant in their funding. While this 

collaborative project is issue focused, the organizational structure and workflow could provide 

the framework for broader movement coalition efforts such as addressing environmental rights 

and sweeping changes to environmental regulations. 

Another positive example is on the funder side with collaboration through the Canadian 

Environmental Grantmakers’ Network. One participant mentioned that this is ‘one of the only 

times that a charitable sector has got together and tried to work together.” This collaboration, 

which includes the dissemination of sector information and annual meetings, can form an 

important component of larger movement collaboration. 

The ENGO community should build on the recent advances in broader collaboration; 

identify the key areas where collaboration could enhance sector effectiveness and assess how the 

current configuration of large ENGOs could be strengthened. This may occur by working with 

more organizations (including small ENGOs), on a partnership level with a number of funders 

and broadening the environmental focus to synergize with other types of social change 

organizations who may have common goals.  

Opportunities for Future Research 
!

The research questions pursued in this study relied on the perspectives of a small subset 

of the Canadian ENGO and funder community. There are a number of related research topics 
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that would be worthy of exploration to inform understanding of NGO effectiveness assessment 

and to understand how ENGOs could increase their effectiveness. It would be interesting to 

compare the findings of this study with a similar investigation into the effectiveness assessment 

of smaller Canadian ENGOs to better understand the influence of resource level and 

organizational complexity. Such a study could also illuminate opportunities where synergies 

between large and small organizations are currently being overlooked and how the stratified 

funding dynamic favouring larger ENGOs (Dale, 2007) might be re-imagined to tap the potential 

of the broader sector. By studying smaller organizations, it would also be possible to achieve a 

more representative geographic sample, a difficulty when larger organizations are primarily 

based in major urban centres. Another line of research could explore how other members of large 

organizations such as board members and program staff understand the organization’s 

effectiveness. This would be similar to the efforts of Dart (2009) with smaller Canadian ENGOs. 

Conclusion 
!

Understanding how ENGO effectiveness is understood and where opportunities exist to 

enhance the sector’s effectiveness can be beneficial both to the health of the organizations and 

the health of the environment. This analysis has examined the perspectives of ENGO leadership 

and funders to try to understand how organizational and sector effectiveness is perceived by 

these groups. The study produced three main conclusions: 

1) The effectiveness assessment of ENGOs is multidimensional with high emphasis on 

mission and goal attainment. Reputation, impact on empirical environmental 
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indicators, and organizational structure are also criteria that contribute to ENGO 

effectiveness assessment. 

2) The ENGO sector resists acknowledging resource efficiency in its effectiveness 

criteria despite resource scarcity being the primary sector weakness identified. 

3) Generally positive organizational self-assessments have not translated into positive 

assessments for the sector. 

In addition to providing insight into the construction of effectiveness assessments and the 

criteria employed by the sector, the study makes several recommendations for using this 

information to improve sector effectiveness. These include the following. 

• Identifying an organization’s unique effectiveness criteria early in its planning 

process 

• Redefining resource efficiency to better suit the strategies employed by social 

change organizations 

• Continuing efforts to build core capacity that strengthen the sector’s capacity to 

develop its human resources and organizational model 

• Capitalizing on economies of scale by collaborating across the sector in a more 

meaningful, lasting way  

ENGOs face a number of unique challenges to achieving their organizational objectives. 

Not only are they trying to achieve difficult environmental outcomes, but their organizational 

management consists of a complex set of competing values. Further thought on just what 

effectiveness means to an organization and how this affects organizational planning and 

evaluation can improve the sector’s chances of making a difference. 
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Appendix A 
!
Table A1 

Interview Questions for ENGOs 
Question Status in the study 

How would you describe an effective ENGO? Duration 
In the organizational effectiveness literature, some researchers believe that effectiveness can be attributed to an 
organization achieving the goals it has set for itself. Another theory is that the survival of a nonprofit, through 
the efficient use of available resources is evidence of its effectiveness. What are your thoughts on these 
approaches to judging ENGO effectiveness? 

Duration 

Are there certain criteria that should be used to judge if an ENGO is being effective? Duration 
Do you think your organization is effective? In what ways? Duration 
How important is reputation to an organization’s effectiveness? Added after 4th interview 
Do the criteria you use to judge an ENGO’s effectiveness differ from those you’d use to evaluate a for-profit 
business or other nonprofits? 

Duration 

How is the Canadian ENGO sector performing? What are its strengths and weaknesses? Do you think its 
effective? What would make the sector more effective? 

Duration 

Do you feel like your organization is part of a movement? Added after 3rd interview 
What characteristics do you think are most responsible for making your organization effective? Removed after 3rd interview - 

too similar to previous 
responses 

Does your organization measure the impact it is having on external environmental indicators? If so, how? Duration 
Please describe your organization’s goal setting process and important short/long-term goals of the organization. Duration 
Do you believe that funding organizations differ from ENGOs in the way they judge ENGO effectiveness? If so, 
which criteria do you believe are different? 

Duration 
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Do you feel that funding organizations are transparent in how they assess the effectiveness of ENGOs? Can you 
explain? 

Removed after 6th interview – 
participants were unsure 

On what criteria do you believe the general public (including your individual donors) measures your 
organization’s effectiveness? Do you feel this differs from your own criteria at all? 

Removed after 5th interview – 
participants were unsure 

What do you think your most successful campaign has been to date and why? Are there other campaigns that 
you can think of that have been particularly successful? 

Duration 

Do you have any additional insights into organizational effectiveness assessment or the ENGO sector that you 
would like to share? 

Duration 

  
Table A2 

Interview Questions for Funders 

Question Status in the study 
Could you provide a brief summary of the kinds of environmental initiatives that your organization funds?  Duration 
How would you describe an effective ENGO? Duration 
Are there particular indicators of ENGO effectiveness that you feel are important when making a funding 
decision?  

Duration 

Is the ability to quantitatively measure a project’s impact on external environmental indicators an important 
consideration in funding decisions? 

Duration 

How effective do you feel the ENGO sector is as a whole? What would make it more effective? Duration 
In the organizational effectiveness literature, some researchers believe that effectiveness can be attributed to an 
organization achieving the goals it has set for itself. Another theory is that the survival of a nonprofit, through 
the efficient use of available resource is evidence of its effectiveness. What are your thoughts on these 
approaches to judging ENGO effectiveness? 

Duration 

Do you feel that your organization is transparent in how it assesses the effectiveness of ENGOs? Can you 
explain?  

Duration 

Is reputation important when making a funding decision? Added after 2nd interview 
Do you think the political climate influences the types of issues and organizations that receive funding? How so? Duration 
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Does your organization assess the performance of ENGOs solely on stated criteria or are there other informal 
criteria used? If so please describe informal criteria. 

Removed after 2nd interview- 
participants were unsure 

Is there a push within the sector to collaborate? Added after 2nd interview 
Do funding organizations differ from ENGOs in the way they judge ENGO effectiveness? If so, which criteria 
do you believe are different? 

Removed after 3rd interview-
participants were unsure 

Do you support funding for capacity building? Added after 3rd interview 
Do you feel that your criteria for assessing ENGO effectiveness differs from the criteria used by the public? If 
so, what criteria do you believe are different? 

Removed after 3rd interview – 
participants were unsure 

Do you think that membership based ENGOs are more effective than non-membership based? If so, why?  Removed after 1st interview-
participants were unsure 

Can you provide any examples of successful ENGO campaigns and the factors that made them successful? Duration 
Do you have any additional insights into organizational effectiveness assessment or the ENGO sector that you 
would like to share? 

Duration 


