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Tapping the wisdom of NGO crowds

Robert Blood, Director, SIGWatch
www.sigwatch.com

A shortened version of this article appeared in the Jan 09 edition of Issue Barometer, published by
Issue Action Publications, Inc.

Greenpeace, Amnesty and Oxfam. Yet a striking characteristic of the NGO

world is its size and diversity. Accurate figures are hard to come by, but in the
U S., there are perhaps 20,000 non-profits and advocacy organisations’. In Brazil
there are around 210,000 and in India, up to a million 2 The Union of International
Associations has counted 27,000 groups active in international fora (up from 973 in
1956). Across the globe there could be more than three million NGOs®.

To the casual observer NGOs are defined by mega groups such as WWF and

In truth, many of the organisations that call themselves NGOs cannot be considered
serious campaigning or pressure groups. At SIGWatch we monitor only on groups
that are visibly active, yet even then we have found over a thousand significant
NGOs scattered across the major economies, and are adding new groups every
week.

In our database are of course the global branch networks mentioned earlier, but
mostly we have single office organisations employing perhaps less than 20 people.
These smaller groups should not be discounted. They are highly focussed and
aggressive campaigners, and can run rings around politicians and big business (take
Environmental Working Group in the U.S. or Plane Stupid in the UK for example).
Moreover, thanks to email and the Internet, small NGOs can be just as well informed
as their bigger brethren. In fact the opposite may be true. Multinational groups often
link up with their small specialist NGOs for their expertise and research.

Indeed, NGOs are instinctive collaborators. They cluster in coalitions of equals rather
than working alone or merging with each other. At UN conferences or in street
protests, you will see representatives of hundreds of NGOs of all shapes and sizes
rubbing shoulders, pooling campaigns, briefing each other on issues, and sharing
tactics and intelligence.

! Estimated from figures supplied by U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
2 Ford Foundation cited in NGOs find success brings problems Quentin Peel, Financial Times, 12 July 2001

3 NGOs employ 19m worldwide — number estimated by assuming NGOs on average employ 8 people each.
NGOs find success brings problems Quentin Peel, Financial Times, 12 July 2001
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Not only are new issues initiated by small and big NGOs alike, the positions and
arguments of NGOs collectively emerge out of the attitudes and ideologies of the
NGO community comprising thousands of individual activists.

Thus the NGO community is not a hierarchy but a crowd, one which thrives on a
huge and changing population of separate groups through which new ideas diffuse
rapidly and successful strategies are quickly picked up, replicated and improved
upon. Like the wisdom of crowds made fashionable by Web2.0, it is their collective
actions and views that generate the perspective we see on the outside, albeit one
which is constantly changing and evolving.

Issue management needs to tap this owisdom of NGO crowdso. It is not sufficient to
understand only the positions of the dominant NGOs to see where an issue is going.
We need to investigate a broad cross-section of groups, looking not only for where
they agree but for where they disagree, or have struck out on their own. The
consensus tells us the general drift of an issue; the differences will tell us how and
where the issue could evolve or accelerate.

Because NGOs are issue oOearly adopterso,

as recently demonstrated with soy farming encroaching on Amazonian rainforest
and lead contamination in imported costume jewelry. They are also powerful early

warning radars for oconflict issuesd ar.i

such as dam projects and logging firms displacing native populations. Conflict
issues are taken up by NGOs and globalised to embarrass multinationals. (A client
said one of the most valuable functions performed by our daily NGO monitoring
service is tipping off head office to problems with their foreign subsidiaries which
otherwise they would never hear about.)

To understand how NGOs initiate and collectively drive issues, we have developed
a methodology called Issues Satellite. Issues Satellite objectively quantifies the policy

positions, attitudes and campaigns of every NGO active within an issue or impacting
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a particular industry or economic sector. We use thisdatatogener at e opol i cy

i ma g edgphs and charts which reveal problems and opportunities for issue
managers and indicate priorities for action.

The rest of this article shows how we used Issues Satellite to illuminate challenges in
three contrasting areas.
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Case study 1: How activists will react to a new biomedical lab

In 2004, on behalf of a company planning to site a new animal research laboratory in
the EU, we studied how animal rights advocacy and animal rights (AR) extremism -
vandalism or physical and psychological intimidation - was characterised in Western
and Central Europe.

We identified and analysed the motivations and tactics of 119 groups across 15
countries. One of our most useful insights [see chart 1] was the discovery, which
surprised the client and ourselves, that levels of AR extremism did not correlate with
levels of animal rights advocacy 8 more passion did not necessary mean more
attacks. Nor was extremism associated with one sub-issue (for example,
fur/hunting, meat-eating, or biomedical research) more than another. Not only was
extremism concentrated in a handful of countries (the UK, the Netherlands, Sweden,
northern Italy) but it occurred across all the sub-issues. Yet other countries such as
Austria and Poland had similar levels of AR advocacy, but virtually no extremism
on any of the sub-issues.

Chart 1. Characteristics of Animal Rights activism across Europe
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We were able to conclude that animal rights extremism is not inevitable. It does not
represent a change in tactics by thwarted activists, but rather, it is a cultural trait - an
inherent propensity for violence. (We subsequently learnt that across Europe, levels
of AR extremism correlate closely with levels of soccer hooliganism and neo-Nazi
violence.)

For the client, this analysis saved several million dollars, by identifying locations for
new laboratories that would not require high levels of security and staff protection.

Case study 2: Responding to the challenge of climate change

In 2005/6, we used Issues Satellite to analyse the policy similarities and differences
within NGO communities in America, Germany and Japan. For the U.S. component,
63 organisations and thought leaders concerned with the environment, climate
change, and environmental justice were studied. Chart 2 shows our analysis of their
positions on technologies for tackling climate change.

The bars on the chart represent total level of active concern (from strongly
supportive to strongly opposed) for each technology. A long bar thus indicates an
issue of high concern, a short bar, one of comparatively little concern. Green bars
displaced to the right indicate that the interest is supportive, red bars displaced to
the left, the opposite.

Chart 2. Climate change technology positions for leading U.S. environmental
NGOs and related influencers
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This analysis revealed that the environmental community was enthusiastic about the

main ogreendé technol ogi es fbuthadcogcernsintmigly mal t o
from conservation groups, about wind turbines. (A later analysis also found rising

disquiet about biofuels which solidified in 2007-8). On carbon sequestration and

natural gas, the environmental jury was still out, but these issues still had some

strong supporters, who subsequently endorsed carbon capture and storage for coal-

power plants. As one would expect, nuclear power saw the strongest opposition but

even here, there were some supporters within the environmental movement.

How would issues managers use this analysis? For a start, it tells them that it is more
profitable to stimulate debate and change minds where there is not yet a strong
consensus one way or the other, although even where there is some consensus, one
could focus on contrarians to build an opposing case. On the other hand, issues
where there is little policy development are ripe for intervention and coalition-
building with identified supporters.

Case study 3: Emerging issues in dairy agriculture

One of the biggest problems for issues managers is deciding where to prioritise

effort. It is relatively easy to generate a long list of issues, somewhat less easy to

grade issues by urgency, and harder stilltok now whi ch currently oqui
could suddenly go sour

For a client in the dairy sector in 2008, we ran an Issues Satellite analysis across 39

NGOsand27 Omi cro i ssuesoO in three major produc
exploitedt he oOearly adoptero feature ofisstdsGOs, en:
could be next in line to bubble up.

For each micro issue we looked at the number and known effectiveness of the active
NGOs, and numerically graded their activity into three levels: (i) already active on
the issue in dairy; (ii) active on the issue but only in a related agricultural sector; (iii)
inactive but holding a relevant policy position.

Aggregating this data across each country generated a set of comparative NGO risk
values across all the issues [see chart 3]. The tall bars suggest high risk, short bars
point to low risk.
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Chart 3: Comparative NGO risk for 27 dairy micro issues in 3 countries

35

30

25

NGO risk level

‘Risk level’ combines amount and focus of NGO activity
with known influence and effectiveness

The tallest bars highlight issues that were already active within NGOs in the
countries concerned and reveal significant
between countries. Middle length bars suggest issues that were not yet hot, but

could be on the way up, since there was already significant NGO interest. Short bars

indicate issues that were confined to no more than one or more NGOs and at least

globally, need not be a priority.

SIGWatch is an NGO tracking and issues analysis consultancy based in Germany with
partners in the U.S. and Canada and a global network of monitors and researchers.
SIGWatch has been monitoring and reporting NGO activity around the world since 1997, in
the process building up an unrivalled body of data and expertise about NGOs, how they work
and how they achieve their successes. This Spring, SIGWatch launches a new suite of online
analytics for policymakers called Issues Management Engine, cross-linking newly developed
NGO and issue databases with our 12-year database of NGO news monitoring.



