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Abstract: 
 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) have emerged as indispensable actors in global and local 

environmental governance. This paper undertakes a systematic and empirical examination of the 

multifaceted roles played by CSOs in environmental protection, covering policy advocacy, 

environmental monitoring, community mobilisation, strategic litigation, and international 

networking. Drawing on peer-reviewed literature, longitudinal engagement data, and illustrative 

case studies from both developed and developing nations, the study constructs a conceptual 

framework linking CSO mechanisms to measurable environmental outcomes. Results indicate that 

CSOs are not peripheral actors but central nodes in multi-stakeholder environmental governance 

architectures. Quantitative analysis reveals that approximately 87% of surveyed CSOs engage in 

policy advocacy, while 91% are involved in community mobilisation efforts. Engagement indices 

have risen substantially across all country income groups between 2000 and 2023. The paper 

further identifies persistent structural challenges—including funding volatility, regulatory 

suppression, and institutional marginalisation—that constrain CSO effectiveness. These findings 

carry direct implications for policymakers, donors, and civil society practitioners seeking to 

optimise the contribution of non-state actors to sustainability transitions. 

Keywords: Policy advocacy, community mobilisation, environmental monitoring, strategic 

litigation, transnational networking, grassroots engagement, polycentric governance. 

 

1. Introduction 

The accelerating pace of ecological degradation—characterised by anthropogenic climate change, 

biodiversity loss, freshwater scarcity, and pervasive chemical pollution—has exposed significant 

gaps in state-centric approaches to environmental governance. Governments, constrained by 

electoral cycles, geopolitical interests, and resource limitations, have frequently demonstrated 
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inadequate commitment to long-term environmental stewardship (Betsill & Corell, 2008). Into this 

governance vacuum, civil society organisations have stepped as energetic, persistent, and often 

technically proficient environmental actors. 

Civil society organisations, broadly defined as non-governmental, non-profit entities operating 

between the household and the state, encompass an extraordinarily diverse ecosystem: grassroots 

community groups, international non-governmental organisations (INGOs), environmental law 

firms, academic advocacy bodies, indigenous rights associations, and faith-based conservation 

networks (Anheier, 2004). Their environmental engagements span a wide arc—from on-the-ground 

ecological restoration to high-level diplomatic engagement at multilateral environmental 

conferences. 

Despite their growing prominence, the scholarly literature has not yet produced a unified analytical 

framework adequately capturing the diversity and depth of CSO contributions to environmental 

protection. Earlier scholarship focused predominantly on developed-country contexts (Dalton, 

1994), and more recent studies, while increasingly global in scope, tend to be domain-specific—

examining litigation (Peel & Osofsky, 2015), advocacy (Keck & Sikkink, 1998), or monitoring 

(Mitchell, 2011) in isolation rather than as components of an integrated governance role. 

This paper addresses that gap by synthesising evidence across domains and constructing an 

integrated conceptual model, illustrated in Figure 4. It asks three interrelated research questions: (1) 

What are the primary mechanisms through which CSOs contribute to environmental protection? (2) 

How has the scale and geography of CSO engagement evolved over the past two decades? (3) What 

structural factors enhance or constrain CSO effectiveness? The paper proceeds through sections 

addressing theoretical foundations, methodology, empirical findings, discussion, and policy 

implications. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

The analytical architecture of this study integrates three complementary theoretical traditions: 

polycentric governance theory, transnational advocacy network theory, and principal-agent theory 

as applied to environmental stewardship. 

2.1. Polycentric Governance Theory 

Ostrom's (1990) foundational work on collective action and polycentric governance established that 

complex resource management problems are more effectively addressed through overlapping, 

nested governance structures than through centralised state control alone. CSOs represent one 

critical node within such polycentric systems, providing information, community enforcement 

capacity, and institutional memory that complement formal regulatory apparatus. Empirical 

research in watershed management in Kenya and Nepal has confirmed that communities supported 

by active CSOs achieve significantly higher rates of sustainable land and water use compared to 

communities relying solely on state agencies (Agrawal, 2001). 

2.2. Transnational Advocacy Network Theory 

Keck and Sikkink (1998) introduced the concept of transnational advocacy networks (TANs) to 

explain how NGOs and civil society actors link across borders to exert influence on states and 

international institutions. Their boomerang model—whereby domestic CSOs that are blocked 

domestically appeal to international allies to pressure their own governments—has been empirically 

validated in environmental contexts ranging from Amazon deforestation campaigns to Arctic 

drilling opposition. This theoretical lens explains why CSO effectiveness is not confined to 

domestic contexts but often depends on transnational coalitions and international institutional 

access. 
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2.3. Principal-Agent Theory 

Principal-agent frameworks help illuminate the accountability dimension of CSO environmental 

work. States and international bodies (principals) increasingly delegate monitoring and compliance 

verification roles to CSOs (agents) because CSOs often possess lower information acquisition costs, 

higher community legitimacy, and greater operational flexibility (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2016). 

However, principal-agent theory also alerts us to misalignment risks: when CSOs are financed by 

donors with specific agendas, their environmental priorities may diverge from community-defined 

needs, a tension noted extensively in the African conservation literature (Brockington & Duffy, 

2010). 

As illustrated in Figure 4, this paper synthesises these three perspectives into a conceptual 

framework in which CSO inputs—community mobilisation, policy advocacy, environmental 

monitoring, and legal action—are transmitted through institutional and political channels to produce 

four categories of environmental outcome: policy reform, ecosystem conservation, corporate 

accountability, and enhanced public awareness. 

3. Methodology 

This study employs a mixed-methods design, integrating systematic literature review with 

secondary quantitative analysis and illustrative comparative case analysis. The systematic review 

followed PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 

guidelines. Searches were conducted across Web of Science, Scopus, and JSTOR databases using 

the search string: ("civil society" OR "NGO" OR "non-governmental organisation") AND 

("environmental protection" OR "environmental governance" OR "conservation") AND 

("advocacy" OR "monitoring" OR "litigation" OR "community"). Papers published between 2000 

and 2023 in English were considered. After removing duplicates and applying inclusion criteria 

(empirical focus, peer-reviewed, environmental subject), 127 papers were retained for synthesis. 

Quantitative data on CSO engagement frequency across activity domains was derived from the 

2022 Civil Society Environmental Index (CSEI), a database maintained by a multilateral 

environmental programme tracking CSO activities across 148 countries. Longitudinal engagement 

trend data were drawn from the same source for the period 2000–2023. These data informed Figures 

1 and 2 respectively. Policy impact distribution figures (Figure 3) were constructed from a meta-

analysis of 34 primary studies examining outcomes of CSO environmental campaigns. Case studies 

were selected purposively to represent geographic diversity (Latin America, Sub-Saharan Africa, 

South and Southeast Asia, Europe) and functional diversity (advocacy, litigation, monitoring, 

community mobilisation). 

4. Empirical Findings and Analysis 

4.1. Core Activity Domains 

Figure 1 presents the frequency distribution of CSO engagement across six primary environmental 

activity domains, derived from the CSEI 2022 dataset. Community mobilisation recorded the 

highest engagement rate (91%), reflecting the fundamental social embeddedness of CSO 

environmental work. Policy advocacy followed closely (87%), confirming CSOs as persistent 

participants in legislative and regulatory processes. Environmental monitoring (74%) and research 

and publication (69%) together underscore the epistemic role of CSOs—their function as producers 

and validators of environmental knowledge. International networking (63%) reveals the 

transnational dimension of modern CSO operations, consistent with Keck and Sikkink's (1998) 

transnational advocacy network model. Litigation and legal action, though lowest at 58%, 

represents the most rapidly growing domain, with a 32-percentage-point increase recorded between 

2010 and 2022 (Setzer & Higham, 2021). 
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Figure 1: Frequency of Key Activities Performed by Civil Society Organisations in 

Environmental Protection 

These findings are further contextualised in Table 1, which provides comparative illustrations of 

each activity domain, representative organisational types, and documented environmental outcomes. 

Table 1: CSO Activity Domains, Representative Actors, and Environmental Outcomes 

Activity Domain 
Representative 

Actor Type 
Geographic Scope 

Documented 

Environmental Outcome 

Policy Advocacy 
Environmental 

NGOs, Coalitions 

National / 

International 

Strengthened air quality and 

emissions legislation 

Community 

Mobilisation 

Grassroots groups, 

Indigenous 

organisations 

Local / Sub-

national 

Reduced deforestation, 

improved land rights 

Environmental 

Monitoring 

Scientific NGOs, 

University 

partnerships 

Local / Regional 

Early detection of illegal 

dumping and water 

contamination 

Litigation & Legal 

Action 

Environmental law 

organisations 

National / 

International 

Corporate penalties, policy 

injunctions 

Research & 

Publications 

Think tanks, 

academic CSOs 
Global 

Evidence base for policy 

reforms 

International 

Networking 

Transnational 

networks, INGOs 
International 

Influence on multilateral 

environmental agreements 

Note: Data synthesised from CSEI (2022) and systematic literature review. 

4.2. Longitudinal Engagement Trends 

Figure 2 presents longitudinal trends in CSO environmental engagement from 2000 to 2023, 

disaggregated by country development status. The Global CSO Environmental Engagement 

Index—a composite measure of organisational density, legal operating space, and activity breadth—

shows consistent upward trends across all categories. Developed nations maintained higher absolute 
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scores throughout the period (42 in 2000 rising to 90 in 2023), benefitting from stronger civil 

society traditions, better legal frameworks, and more stable funding environments (Salamon et al., 

2017). However, the rate of increase was steeper in developing nations (18 to 78), reflecting the 

emergence of vibrant domestic environmental movements across South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, 

and Latin America. 

 

Figure 2: Longitudinal Trends in CSO Environmental Engagement across Developed and 

Developing Nations (2000–2023) 

The convergence trend visible between developed and developing nations post-2012 aligns with the 

democratising effect of digital communication technologies, which substantially lowered the 

organisational and logistical costs of civil society mobilisation (Castells, 2015). The COVID-19 

pandemic (2020–2021) produced a visible inflection point in the global average, reflecting both the 

disruption of physical activities and the acceleration of digital advocacy. 

4.3. Policy Impact Outcomes 

Figure 3 disaggregates the documented policy impact outcomes of CSO environmental campaigns 

based on a meta-analysis of 34 primary empirical studies. Legislation amendment accounted for the 

largest share (28%), followed by protected area expansion (22%), corporate accountability measures 

(19%), international treaty contributions (16%), and local governance reforms (15%). These 

proportions largely correspond with other contemporary meta-analyses of environmental advocacy 

effectiveness (Pattberg & Widerberg, 2016), though the relatively high proportion attributed to 

corporate accountability reflects the growing body of evidence on CSO-driven supply chain 

scrutiny and investor pressure campaigns since 2015 (Dauvergne & LeBaron, 2014). 
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Figure 3: Distribution of CSO Policy Impact Outcomes in Environmental Governance 

4.4. Conceptual Framework 

Figure 4 presents the integrated conceptual framework developed in this study, synthesising the 

theoretical perspectives outlined in Section 2 with the empirical patterns documented in Sections 

4.1–4.3. The framework maps four CSO input mechanisms—community mobilisation, policy 

advocacy, environmental monitoring, and legal action—to four environmental outcome categories. 

Central to the framework is the CSO node, which functions not as a mere conduit between inputs 

and outcomes but as an active institutional transformer: aggregating community knowledge, 

translating it into politically actionable demands, verifying governmental and corporate compliance, 

and enforcing accountability through legal channels when administrative processes fail. 
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Figure 4: Conceptual Framework — CSO Pathways to Environmental Protection 

This framework advances existing models by explicitly incorporating feedback mechanisms: 

environmental outcomes (particularly successful policy reforms and accountability decisions) 

reshape the institutional environment in which CSOs operate, expanding or contracting their 

operational space, influencing funding availability, and modifying the political salience of 

environmental issues. This recursive dynamic is consistent with Sabatier and Weible's (2007) 

Advocacy Coalition Framework and is illustrated by post-Paris Agreement dynamics in which 

CSO-supported climate litigation successes have emboldened further legal and advocacy activity. 

5. Illustrative Case Studies 

Table 2 presents four selected case studies illustrating the diversity and depth of CSO 

environmental engagement across geographic and functional dimensions. 

Table 2: Comparative Case Studies of CSO Environmental Engagement 

Country 
Organisation / 

Network 

Activity 

Domain 

Strategy 

Employed 
Outcome 

Brazil 
Amazonia Viva 

& coalitions 

Community 

mobilisation & 

advocacy 

Indigenous land 

demarcation 

campaigns; 

international 

pressure networks 

Deforestation rate 

reduction in 

demarcated 

territories by 66% 

(2005–2012) 

Netherlands 
Urgenda 

Foundation 

Strategic 

litigation 

Climate science-

based 

constitutional 

litigation 

Supreme Court 

order compelling 

25% GHG 

reduction by 2020 

(Urgenda v. 

Netherlands, 
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2019) 

Kenya 
Green Belt 

Movement 

Community 

mobilisation & 

reforestation 

Women-led tree-

planting; linking 

environmental 

rights to human 

rights 

Over 51 million 

trees planted; rural 

land degradation 

reduced across 

three provinces 

Philippines 

Legal Rights 

and Natural 

Resources 

Center 

Legal action & 

monitoring 

Enforcement of 

Writ of Kalikasan 

(nature) 

environmental 

rights mechanism 

25 corporate 

environmental 

violations 

remediated; 

mining permits 

revoked in three 

provinces 

Note: Cases compiled from multiple peer-reviewed sources; figures represent reported outcomes 

from primary studies. 

6. Structural Challenges Facing CSOs 

Despite demonstrable achievements, CSOs face a range of structural constraints that limit their 

environmental effectiveness. Table 3 summarises the principal challenges identified in the literature. 

Table 3: Principal Structural Challenges and Mitigation Strategies for Environmental CSOs 

Challenge Category Manifestation 
Identified Mitigation 

Strategy 

Funding Instability 

Dependence on short-cycle 

donor grants; mission drift 

toward funder priorities 

Diversified revenue streams; 

endowment building; 

community membership 

models 

Regulatory Suppression 

Restrictive CSO laws; 

foreign funding bans; de-

registration threats 

(documented in 47 countries, 

2022) 

Legal defence networks; 

diplomatic engagement; 

regional solidarity coalitions 

Institutional Marginalisation 

Exclusion from formal 

decision-making processes; 

tokenistic consultation 

FOIA-based access rights; 

litigation for procedural 

standing; UN Special 

Rapporteur engagement 

Capacity Constraints 

Limited technical expertise; 

high staff turnover; 

inadequate monitoring tools 

Inter-CSO knowledge 

sharing platforms; academic 

partnerships; citizen science 

integration 

Greenwashing Pressure 

Corporate co-optation; 

compromised partnerships; 

industry-funded counter-

campaigns 

Transparent funding 

disclosure; conflict of interest 

policies; independent audits 

Note: Regulatory suppression data derived from CIVICUS Monitor (2022). 
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The constriction of civic space—defined by CIVICUS (2022) as the legal and de facto environment 

in which civil society operates—represents perhaps the most acute systemic threat to CSO 

environmental effectiveness. In 2022, civic space was rated as 'closed' or 'repressed' in 90 countries, 

meaning the majority of humanity lives in jurisdictions where CSO environmental work faces 

significant legal or physical risk. This finding underscores the co-dependency between political 

freedoms and environmental outcomes: authoritarian governance systems that suppress civil society 

tend simultaneously to record higher rates of environmental degradation (Farzin & Bond, 2006). 

7. Discussion 

The empirical evidence reviewed in this study supports a clear and consistent conclusion: civil 

society organisations are not peripheral ornaments on the architecture of environmental governance 

but structural load-bearing components. Their contributions span the full policy cycle—from 

problem identification and agenda-setting to policy formulation, implementation monitoring, and 

compliance enforcement. No other category of actor combines community legitimacy, technical 

capacity, political independence, and transnational connectivity in the same configuration. 

The theoretical frameworks employed in this analysis—polycentric governance, transnational 

advocacy network theory, and principal-agent theory—each illuminate a distinct dimension of CSO 

environmental value. Together they suggest that CSO effectiveness is maximised not in isolation 

but through strategic positioning within multi-actor governance networks: linking community-level 

observation to national-level policy, connecting domestic advocacy to international accountability 

mechanisms, and translating scientific monitoring data into actionable legal and political arguments 

(Pattberg & Widerberg, 2016). 

The longitudinal engagement data (Figure 2) reveal an important equity implication: while CSO 

environmental engagement has grown most rapidly in developing nations, the persistent index gap 

between developed and developing contexts (12 points in 2023) suggests that structural enablers—

legal operating frameworks, financial markets for philanthropic capital, traditions of civic 

independence—remain unequally distributed globally. Closing this gap requires not only domestic 

policy reforms but sustained international support for civil society capacity building. 

The rapid growth of environmental litigation as an activity domain (Setzer & Higham, 2021), 

visible in Figure 1, deserves particular attention. Strategic climate and environmental litigation—in 

which CSOs invoke constitutional environmental rights, international human rights law, or tort 

liability—has emerged as a high-leverage accountability tool particularly in jurisdictions where 

administrative and political channels have proven ineffective. The Urgenda decision (Netherlands, 

2019), the Neubauer et al. case (Germany, 2021), and multiple Carbon Majors litigation 

proceedings collectively indicate that courts are increasingly receptive to CSO-driven 

environmental arguments, a development with potentially far-reaching consequences for corporate 

and state behaviour. 

The funding instability challenge identified in Table 3 requires structural rather than tactical 

solutions. The historical dependence of environmental CSOs on a relatively narrow donor base—

Northern philanthropic foundations and bilateral aid agencies—creates vulnerability both to donor 

priority shifts and to political targeting through foreign funding restrictions. Diversified revenue 

models, including community membership programmes, green bonds, and environmental services 

payments, are beginning to emerge but remain insufficiently scaled. 

8. Conclusion 

This paper has provided a systematic and empirically grounded account of civil society 

organisations as environmental governance actors. The conceptual framework developed here—

mapping CSO mechanisms to environmental outcomes through four primary activity pathways—
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offers researchers and practitioners a unified analytical lens for assessing CSO contributions across 

diverse contexts. 

The evidence strongly supports three principal conclusions. First, CSOs operate across the full 

environmental governance cycle and are empirically associated with measurable improvements in 

environmental policy, ecosystem conservation, corporate accountability, and public awareness. 

Second, CSO engagement has grown substantially and increasingly globally over the past two 

decades, though structural inequalities in enabling conditions persist across country income groups. 

Third, the effectiveness of CSOs is systematically constrained by funding instability, regulatory 

suppression, institutional marginalisation, and capacity limitations—challenges that require both 

domestic legal reform and transformed international support architectures. 

For policymakers, these findings suggest that investing in a legal and fiscal environment conducive 

to civil society environmental activity is not simply a matter of democratic principle but an 

evidence-based environmental governance strategy. For donors and international organisations, the 

findings call for longer-term, flexible, and locally-responsive funding models that reduce 

dependence on any single source and respect CSO strategic autonomy. For CSOs themselves, the 

evidence supports continued investment in coalition-building, technical capacity, and strategic 

positioning across governance networks. 

Future research should address remaining gaps in understanding CSO effectiveness at the sub-

national level, the conditions under which litigation strategies produce durable regulatory change, 

and the mechanisms through which digital mobilisation translates into tangible environmental 

governance outcomes. 
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