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NGOs in Global Governance

Securing Role through Engagement 
at the United Nations?

Case Study – Global Policy Forum
Jaroslava Bobková

What is the role of NGOs at the United Nations, and, by extension, 
in global governance? With limited possibilities to measure it direct-
ly, this article adopts discursive analysis as an innovative approach to 
the issue. Analysis of three texts by Global Policy Forum represents an 
important insight into the question and a tool for further research. It 
shows that despite the relative increase of their participatory rights 
at the UN, NGOs seem to realise approaching a  point of saturation 
in what they may demand from the UN in terms of their access and 
moderate the tone of writing accordingly. Drawing on Global Policy 
Forum’s example, the article argues that NGOs at the UN appear to 
have transformed from entities begging for more access to its more 
equal partners. Most importantly, the article represents a blueprint for 
further research of role of actors in the international system.

Keywords: United Nations, non-governmental organisations, role, 
discursive analysis, Global Policy Forum.

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) use different ways to en-
hance their global role, but engagement in intergovernmental organ-
isations seems to be gradually standing out among them. Especially 
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with the emergence of global governance, intergovernmental organi-
sations are becoming the centre of global policymaking in which not 
only governments participate, but increasingly also other stakeholders. 
This is especially true for the United Nations (UN), which is considered 
by some scholars1 as the heart of global governance.

With gaining ground in global policymaking, NGOs prove that not 
only are they not prepared to act solely as implementers and observers 
of governments’ decisions, but that they do not even need the govern-
ments to present their ideas on the global stage. Instead, NGOs par-
ticipate at the UN and other intergovernmental organisations directly 
and use it also as leverage to strengthen their role further. In terms 
of their power within the UN, NGOs still lag behind states, yet their 
numbers and participatory rights are on the rise.2 But is their influence 
at the UN also rising? What is the role of NGOs within the UN, and, by 
extension, in global governance?

The issue of the role of NGOs at the UN has been solved only par-
tially so far. Most studies have limited themselves to a mere descrip-
tion of historical and/or current access of NGOs to the UN, or some 
of its structures.3 Other studies operate with the notion of NGO role 
at the UN in an even more simplistic manner.4 A more analytical ap-
proach to the question has been taken by scholars interested in role of 
NGOs in a particular UN body and/or issue area.5 This study, however, 
aims at assessing the role of NGOs at the UN in a broader perspective, 
which goes beyond a mere summarisation of smaller-scale studies6 and 
overcomes some uncertainties regarding the causal relationships from 
which the smaller-scale studies derive the role of NGOs.

To do so, I eschew trying to estimate the proportion of NGOs’ con-
tribution to UN outcomes and employ instead a method of discursive 
analysis developed by Fairclough,7 through the perspective of which 
I analyse a selected body of texts on NGO access to and participation at 
the UN. A detailed discursive analysis allows me to better analyse the 
mutual (power) relations between NGOs and the UN, but also evolving 
self-perception of NGOs, both of which can be important indicators of 
the NGO role within the UN.

Though the main aim of the article is to present an alternative ap-
proach to measuring of the role of NGOs at the UN as a methodolog-
ical concept, it does so in a practical way. It applies the approach to 
three carefully selected texts co-authored by an NGO called Global 
Policy Forum (GPF). In such a way, not only can I show the way how to 
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perform the analysis by using this approach, but also test the feasibility 
of this alternative approach and its capacity to bring results. 

I begin this article by examining the existing literature on the role 
of NGOs at the UN. On the basis of this brief overview, I clarify the 
way in which I propose to approach the issue. After elaboration of the 
methodological apparatus, I turn to empirical data and present results 
of the discourse analysis to demonstrate what the GPF texts on NGO 
access to and participation at the UN can say about the role which 
NGOs achieve at this organisation. I conclude by discussing the results 
and evaluating the employed approach.

Methods: How to measure the role of NGOs at the United 
Nations?
Most studies on the role of NGOs at the UN remain mere descrip-
tions of their status (participatory rights) at the UN. Only recently, 
some scholars have tried to take the study further to analyse the role 
of NGOs vis-à-vis other stakeholders by assessing the merits of NGOs 
at outcomes. This approach, inspired mainly by institutional theories, 
seems to be the only logical way to measure the role. However, such an 
approach does not allow for studying the role of NGOs at the UN in 
this broad perspective, and even in smaller-scale studies it encounters 
non-negligible difficulties. Decision-making processes at the UN are 
usually too complicated to allow for identifying the share which indi-
vidual actors have in the final forms of decisions, or their mere exis-
tence. Decisions at the UN are generally adopted by its member states, 
but there are many aspects which influence their decision-making and 
it is practically impossible to trace them.8 Even NGOs are influencing 
states and their representatives in many different ways, from advoca-
cy at home governments to direct confrontation at the UN premis-
es, sometimes in different directions (influence by NGOs of diverg-
ing views). Consequently, their overall contribution to what is finally 
adopted is practically unmeasurable. It is also difficult to distinguish 
what has actually been achieved by NGOs from to what extent the final 
outcomes simply correspond to their preferences.

I base the alternative approach to this issue on constructivist ideas 
which pay more attention to social construction of (power) relations. 
In this perspective, ‘role’ can be understood as a result of discourses 
through which identities, social roles and mutual relations are con-
structed.9 The approach of social constructivism enables the study of 
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the role of NGOs at the UN beyond what is institutionally prescribed 
to them, to assess also the socially constructed component of the role 
in line with the integrated version of role theory, and to assess the role 
also in relation to the role of other actors (cf. Stryker and Statham).10 
The use of discursive analysis helps me to assess the role of NGOs at 
the UN without trying to directly analyse their real contributions to 
UN outcomes. 

I  define the role of NGOs at the UN as a  position which NGOs 
achieve at this organisation. This concept is somewhat similar to the 
idea of influence but it is wider in that it does not necessarily limit 
itself to what NGOs achieve at the UN in terms of their share in deci-
sion-making, for it also includes perception of their importance for the 
organisation.11 The notion of role is also close to the concept of power, 
for it reflects, to some extent, the relative distribution of power in the 
relationship. In this regard, added value of the analysis of discourse lies 
also in its capacity to discover some signs of power that are hidden in 
or behind the discourse. According to Fairclough,12 discourse is a ‘place 
where relations of power are actually exercised and enacted’. Generally 
speaking, analysis of discourse has the power to reveal power and with 
that also roles of more and less powerful social actors on whom the 
discourse elaborates.

In this study, I focus on analysis of discourse on NGO access to and 
participation at the UN. Even though some elements of the socially 
constructed role of NGOs at the UN can be found in other texts as 
well, texts on NGO access to and participation at the UN directly con-
struct them. The question of NGO access is a determinant for assess-
ing their role at the UN. Not only could we hardly speak of any role if 
NGOs were not present at the UN, but their presence and visibility are 
the actual reasons why we consider a possible role for them in the or-
ganisation. At the same time, however, it is not possible to deduce the 
role of NGOs simply from the width of their participatory rights at the 
UN.13 That would imply the assumption that access of NGOs to the UN 
is something for what they fight themselves, whilst the other actors, 
be it member states or the UN secretariat, are pushing for the oppo-
site, i.e. for restriction of NGO access to the organisation. This would 
completely overshadow reasons for which the UN is willing to open 
itself.14 Rather than focusing on advancements in access mentioned in 
analysed texts, it is important to concentrate on how the discourse is 
built and what kind of role for NGOs can be derived from it indirectly. 
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It is thus not only the question of content, but especially of format of 
the discourse.

With this in mind, I  employ the discourse analysis approach de-
veloped by Fairclough.15 Fairclough proposes focusing discourse text 
analysis on twelve areas: (1) social events of which the analysed text is 
a part; (2) genres used in the text; (3) text’s orientation towards differ-
ence; (4) intertextuality; (5) use of existential, propositional and value 
assumptions; (6) predominant semantic and grammatical relations be-
tween sentences and clauses; (7) substance of exchanges presented by 
the text, speech functions and grammatical mood; (8) use of discours-
es; (9) ways of social events representation; (10) style of the text; (11) use 
of epistemic and deontic modalities and (12) expressions of evaluation.

I conducted this detailed discourse analysis for three texts authored 
or co-authored by Global Policy Forum, an NGO which has promotion 
of NGO participation at the UN as one of its main objectives. I explain 
the choice of texts in the next section. After having analysed each of 
the texts separately according to the points above, I made a compari-
son of the three texts for each of the twelve areas and finally, I drew 
some conclusions on the role of NGOs at the UN from consideration 
of the findings across these areas. The research question which I have 
pursued through this analysis can be formulated as follows: How is the 
role of NGOs at the UN formulated in their discourse on access to and 
participation at the UN?

Choice of texts
As the Fairclough’s16 discourse analysis approach demands deep, thor-
ough and very comprehensive study of each piece of the analysed dis-
course, I have chosen three shorter texts for my analysis (see Table 1). 
These three texts are elaborated, or at least co-authored, by NGO 
called Global Policy Forum (GPF) and published on its websites.17 

GPF is an NGO that has been very active in promoting access of 
NGOs to the UN since the early 1990s, when the issue arose, and re-
mains one of its main proponents till now.18 GPF claims to be ‘an in-
dependent policy watchdog that monitors the work of the United Na-
tions and scrutinizes global policymaking [and promotes] accountabil-
ity and citizen participation in decisions on peace and security, social 
justice and international law’.19 GPF’s  texts have been chosen for the 
efforts that GPF makes to ensure access of NGOs to the UN. GPF does 
not seem to have a special interest in any particular area of the work 
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of the UN than that of promoting its openness to those who are in-
terested in. It is important to stress here that GPF has also established 
the Working Group on Security Council, which is a  successful story 
of making the Security Council relatively open to NGOs.20 As such, 
development of the GPF discourse, though not necessarily reflecting 
the position of all NGOs, can be considered broadly representative of 
the overall NGO discourse on their access to and participation at the 
UN and serve well as a basis for assessing the role of NGOs at the UN.

I have decided to choose the three texts from three different peri-
ods of time. The historical comparison makes it possible not only to 
discover potential changes in the GPF discourse in time but also to 
compare the three discourses to three different social situations on the 
background of which they were made. I have chosen the three time pe-
riods according to relative frequency of texts by GPF published at that 
time21 while considering the fact that these correspond to important 
moments (explained below) in development of the issue of NGO access 
to the UN. The three texts were chosen on the above-explained basis 
independently of their content and form.

The first analysed text is an extract from a 28-page-long report by 
GPF NGOs and the United Nations. It was prepared in reply to request 
for inputs to the UN Secretary General’s report on NGOs at the UN. 
The text is dated 17 June 1999. At this period of time, discussion on 
NGO access to and role within the UN was very intense for it was still 
soon enough after adoption of the ECOSOC Resolution 1996/31, which 
had aroused many expectations among NGOs. Given the length of the 
text, I have limited the focus to ‘Introduction’, which comprises three 
chapters. The reason of this choice of extract is mostly practical – the 
text is not available in its full length (only 15 pages) and according to 
the content, subsequent parts should only elaborate in more detail 
what is already briefly mentioned in this extract.

The second analysed text is the Paper on NGO Participation at the 
United Nations elaborated by GPF in co-authorship with next seven 
NGOs (Eurostep, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, North-South Institute, So-
cial Watch, Third World Institute, WEDO and World Federalist Move-
ment). The text is dated 28 March 2006 and is addressed primarily to 
the President of the General Assembly (GA). The text reacts but is not 
limited to the issue of the newly born22 UN Human Rights Council, 
a UN body in which many NGOs have had a vital interest (hence also 
the second selected point of time).



139

NGOs in Global 
Governance

The third text is a letter by NGO Working Group on UN Access, of 
which GPF was a co-convener, to the UN Secretary General (UNSG) 
Ban Ki-moon. The letter is dated 18 January 2011 and reacts to previ-
ous correspondence from 2010. The main theme of the letter and the 
wider correspondence are perceived negative changes to NGO access 
to the UN caused by the Capital Master Plan (a  six-year renovation 
project of the UN compound, 2008–14). The issue elaborated in the 
text presented another important moment in the NGOs’ cause.

The first text, NGOs and the United Nations, is published on the GPF 
website with a label marking it as ‘a comprehensive and critical report 
that reviews recent progress and problems of NGOs at the UN’ and has 
been prepared as an ‘input to the second report of the Secretary Gener-
al’. The text is a part of a much longer chain of social events going from 
Decision 1996/297 (accompanying the ECOSOC Resolution 1996/31 
that has established new accreditation rules for NGOs) through the 
first to the second UNSG report (to which this text is an input) submit-
ted for consultation to the GA. It is worth mentioning that while the 
text by GPF has 28 pages in total, the whole report by the UNSG has 
only around 22 pages, out of which one and half pages are devoted to 
recommendations by NGOs.23 The analysed text by GPF is primarily 
addressed to the UNSG, but also to the wider NGO community and 
the broad public. According to its preface, the aim of the text surpasses 
its primary purpose of the input to the UNSG report to become a doc-
ument stimulating further discussion of the matter. Its purpose, stated 
in the preface, is to speak ‘frankly’ and ‘plainly identify’ problems of 
NGOs at the UN and offer solutions to them.

The second analysed text is also addressed primarily to the UN Gen-
eral Assembly, although this time in a more direct way, through the GA 
President. The text takes on a form of a letter to the GA President and 
represents a reply to his request for comments and input on UN/NGO 
relations. The text, having eight NGOs as authors, is co-authored by 
GPF. Its length only slightly exceeds one page. It is clearly structured 
into an introductory paragraph and ten numbered paragraphs, each 
of them representing one recommendation. Despite being an input 
on UN/NGO relations, the text does not conceal ‘calling for improved 
NGO access and participation at the UN’. One of the reasons behind 
the timing of this text seems to be the transformation of Commission 
on Human Rights to the Human Rights Council that happened by the 
time of its writing and was heavily discussed by NGOs for their inter-
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est in the field of human rights and efforts to catch the opportunity of 
the transformation and get as broad participatory rights in the body 
as possible from its very beginning. This hypothesis seems to be con-
firmed by the fact that the issue of Human Rights Council appears sec-
ond on the list of ten recommendations which create the body of the 
text, while the first point is rather general in nature.

The last text is presented by GPF as A Letter from the NGO Working 
Group on UN Access [of which GPF is a co-convenor24] to the Secretary 
General Ban Ki-moon. The text is another step by GPF in its long-term 
effort to provide NGOs with better access to and rights and privileges 
within the UN system. The letter is dated 18 January 2011 and is about 
three pages in length. There was similar correspondence between the 
Working Group and the UNSG in 2010, to which the letter refers. 
Both letters are mostly focused on the UN Capital Master Plan, which 
seemed to be the greatest concern of the group at that time and the 
main motive for the correspondence. The analysed letter of 2011 rep-
resents a delayed reaction to unsatisfying reply by the UNSG (dated 
30 March 2010) to the previous letter dated 22 February 2010. It sum-
marises what has been achieved since the last UNSG letter on the basis 
of ‘recommendations’ that the UNSG had made in that letter. How-
ever, the letter is clearly aimed at showing that more has to be done. 
The Working Group might have decided to send this letter at a point 
where it did not see another way forward than to make its cause at the 
highest level again. The timing may also coincide with the beginning 
of the year, considered a time of New Year’s resolutions and hopes for 
better results during the upcoming year.

Some differences between texts can be expected automatically. Not 
only are they elaborated in different periods of time and by a slightly 
different authorship, but they also take on different forms and have 
somewhat different aims – to inform how NGOs at the UN work vs. to 
react to specific problems. However, this does not mean that they are 
incomparable, especially not if these differences are taken into con-
sideration. Moreover, they also have many common features. All of 
the texts are at least co-authored by GPF and published on its website 
(which means that they are addressed also to the wide public); all deal 
with the question of NGO access to and participation at the UN and 
have a top UN official as the primary addressee. Rather than complicat-
ing comparisons, different social contexts on the background of which 
the texts have emerged will allow me to show how the GPF discourse 
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on NGO access to and participation at the UN was shaped by them and 
how it might have influenced their next development. Putting it differ-
ently, the choice of the texts may prove useful for identifying changing 
power relations between NGOs and the UN (and its member states) 
and with that also the role of NGOs at the UN. 

Results
I have analysed the selected texts using the twelve focus areas identi-
fied as a basis for discourse text analysis by Fairclough.25 Besides a cou-
ple of similarities, comparison of the three texts according to these 
criteria (see Table 2) reveals an important number of differences in 
analysed traits. However, these must be assessed cautiously and in rel-
evant larger social contexts, for some of the differences may be caused 
by a slightly different form of the text, its primary addressees, aim and 
authorship.¨

To start with similarities in analysed attributes, all the three texts 
are monothematic – they use only one discourse, which could be la-
belled as ‘discourse of (NGO) participation’. They are focused mostly 
on activity (rather than knowledge) exchange and on getting results. 
Their purpose is to show the view of NGOs (other views are largely 
suppressed) and use it in a way to get for them the best treatment at the 
UN as possible (in terms of access or participation rights). To achieve 
this, the texts use many propositional assumptions pointing to the 
importance of NGOs for the UN, as well as many value assumptions 
and other expressions of evaluation. To persuade readers (mainly UN 
representatives), the authors show strong commitment to the truth (by 
using assertive statements).

However, development of the role of NGOs at the UN can be read 
namely from the differing traits. The most striking differences were 
revealed from analysis of semantic relations, social events representa-
tions, modalities, styles, assumptions, evaluations, and to some extent 
also in discourses (see Table 2).

In terms of semantic relations (relations between meanings of con-
secutive sentences and clauses), all three texts use mostly the elabo-
rative type. This serves primarily to make recommendations made by 
NGOs clear. The use of elaborative (rather than temporal) relations 
in the third text’s part summarising past meetings of NGOs with UN 
representatives is surprising. It proves that authors rather picked up 
only what their counterparts agreed to, probably in order to make an 
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impression of broad support for their demands and to show promises 
which the addressee’s subordinates failed to fulfil. A similar ‘manipu-
lation of voices’ can be found through analysis of intertextuality (ref-
erences to other texts and voices) where voices of others in the third 
text take on only a  form of agreement with or acknowledgement of 
authors’ proposals (deliberately picked up phrases from conversations).

Analysis of social events representation (i.e. how different social 
events are represented – through syntax, use of vocabulary, word class-
es, etc.) shows most differences in relation to how social actors have 
been depicted. All three texts talk about NGOs in the third person, 
but some identification of authors with them is obvious, especially in 
the first text. Some inclinations of authors to speak on behalf of all 
NGOs were, however, detected also in the case of the third text. De-
spite the aim of authors to show that they distinguish between ‘NGOs’ 
(in the third person) and ‘the Working Group’ (or ‘we’), there are two 
examples that blur this distinction. These are the phrase of ‘Nothing 
about us without us!’ and the sentence ‘we hope that this concept will 
prompt the Secretariat to genuinely consult with NGOs in the design, 
implementation and review of all decisions that affect us’. While in its 
first part, the sentence makes again the point of distinction between 
‘we’ and ‘NGOs’, the second half of the sentence blurs this distinction 
for it speaks about ‘decisions that affect us’, by which decisions that 
affect NGOs in general are meant. Based on this evidence, it seems that 
the authors still probably have some tendency to speak on behalf of all 
NGOs, but do not feel empowered to do so in an open way, at least not 
in communication with the UNSG. It is also noteworthy that the first 
text often activates NGOs (giving them the form of grammatical sub-
ject) even where it describes what has happened to them. This might 
be done with the intention of accentuating their suffering rather than 
the act itself. The third text, for its part, activates the UN side only in 
processes of agreeing with authors (I call this a ‘false’ activation).

In terms of modality (use of epistemic and deontic modals), it is 
very interesting that all three analysed texts are characterised by 
strong commitment of authors to the truth (i.e. statements are asser-
tive, with almost no epistemic modality), but differ greatly in terms 
of commitment to obligation/necessity. Use of deontic modalities 
varies greatly, going from low (text 1) to high (text 3). The first text 
includes some deontic modals (e.g. ‘the UN community should de-
velop a long-term vision’), but most of the demands are rather hidden 
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in what appears more as statements. The choice of expressions (it is 
imperative, must, etc.) makes the commitment of the first text to ob-
ligation/necessity almost as strong as the commitment to truth. The 
second text is made of a set of recommendations which can be clas-
sified as demands and thus examined in terms of deontic modalities. 
One of the headings of the ten recommendations prescribes (‘Consult 
with NGOs Worldwide’) and another one proscribes (‘Do No Harm’), 
while the text of the individual recommendations is modalised – say-
ing what ‘should’ be done. The degree of commitment to obligation 
expressed by deontic modalities within demands can be classified as 
rather high, representing something that is required. The demands in 
the third text are rather highly modalised. There are no prescriptions 
or proscriptions in the text at all. However, the high deontic modality 
of the third text may be partly instrumental – to make the authors 
not look too prescriptive  – for their commitment to importance of 
their demands is expressed differently (e.g. by deadline-setting for 
proposals). But the third text is sophisticated also in moderating the 
perceived assertiveness of its statements. This is done primarily by use 
of introductory clauses to statements, such as ‘they agreed that’. Not 
only can they put some legitimacy to what is proposed, but the ne-
cessity of using ‘would’ instead of ‘will’ in the past clauses that follow 
also moderates the perceived assertiveness of the text without low-
ering the degree of the commitment to the truth. A similar result is 
achieved through use of noun phrases.

In terms of styles, the first text’s analysis reveals efforts of the author 
to be seen as a neutral observer. By doing this, he might want to show 
his impartiality to the UNSG so that he considers the text reliable and 
non-partisan. But it seems that there is also some tendency of the au-
thor to write the text as if it was already the UNSG report (rather than 
just an input). Both the length of the text but also the use of the pro-
noun ‘we’ in the final part of the extract (referring to either people in 
general or GA members) seem to confirm this speculation. The third 
text’s  style shows some signs of awareness of strengthened roles for 
NGOs at the UN. It talks about ‘NGO participation at the UN’ as some-
thing already established and common (discussing rather ways how to 
improve it rather than the mere concept), uses the phrase of ‘consulta-
tion with NGOs’ (which evokes that NGOs are experts from which the 
UN should learn) and proposes ‘negotiation of consensus solutions in 
advance’ by which it makes clear that NGOs are at least ‘equal’ partners 
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to the UN with which it should negotiate consensus rather than just 
try to take into account their views, if at all. 

Discussion
Cross-assessment of the results of discourse analysis of the three se-
lected texts on NGO access to and participation at the UN authored by 
GPF has revealed several observations. First, it has shown that NGOs 
have probably achieved a point of saturation in what they may demand 
from the UN. At least GPF seems to be becoming aware of that they 
have already achieved probably the maximum possible in terms of par-
ticipatory rights for NGOs at the UN. Second, there is a clear modera-
tion of tone of the texts over the years, which may be, to some extent, 
related to the first observation. Third, and not less importantly, real-
isation of a larger interest among NGOs in the issue of access to and 
participation at the UN seems to be taking place. 

Saturation in NGO demands
Referring to what I  label as ‘saturation’, it is important to stress 
that while the first text is obviously soaked by the mood of 
post-1996-ECOSOC-resolution enthusiasm and expectations, the later 
texts are increasingly modest in their demands and in confidence of 
writing. Even though all three texts are aimed at getting results, the 
exigencies differ substantially. Despite the missing part with recom-
mendations, the analysed introductory excerpt of the first text and the 
high number of points dealing with problematic issues in the rest of 
the available part already make it clear that the author demands many 
improvements for NGOs, although not necessarily that directly as the 
second text. The second text is modelled as a set of open recommen-
dations (demands), but it is more modest in that it limits itself to ten 
points. More importantly, the very first recommendation reads ‘Do No 
Harm’ which, as a proscription, shows a strong commitment of the au-
thors to necessity (low deontic modality) but does not ask for any new 
rights or privileges for NGOs. The other recommendations do, but just 
such formulation of the first recommendation can be interpreted as at 
least a partial recognition of approaching saturation. The third text is 
even less assertive. It addresses primarily the only concrete problem 
linked to the UN Capital Master Plan. Even though the letter informs 
us that it has been accompanied with a written summary of more pro-
posals (and it is not clear whether they also aim only at this issue), it is 
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evident from the text that the authors do not aim at gaining new rights 
for NGOs but rather at redress of certain problematic arrangements. 
Its motto ‘Nothing about us without us’ shows that the main demand 
of the letter is for the UN to consult NGOs in case of changes that may 
affect them rather than to make the next changes that NGOs want.

The decline in expectations and extent of demands is evident also 
from wording of these demands and their time framing. While the 
first text explicitly asks for more ‘access’ and even ‘new levels of par-
ticipation’ for NGOs, the second one speaks rather of desirability of 
‘strengthened’ participation of NGOs at the UN which may be read as 
a desire to strengthen what already exists rather than to create some-
thing new, which the first text suggests. The third text, for its part, 
requests the UN ‘to genuinely consult with NGOs in the design, imple-
mentation and review of all decisions that affect [them]’, i.e. not even 
to strengthen anything rather than to avoid possible worsening of the 
NGOs’ situation. In terms of timing, the first text speaks of need for 
a vision for ‘ten, twenty or even thirty years’, whilst the third one is 
mostly focused on near future (of the upcoming year of 2011). Its short-
er time horizon focus is accentuated by the fact that it includes only 
short-term proposals. This time framing of demands shows a  move 
from strategic broad proposals to more tactical and narrower issues 
redresses.

Persuasion that NGOs cannot expect any revolutionary changes in 
their further position at the UN (what the first texts hoped for) can also 
be one of the reasons why the third text abandons the global gover-
nance discourse and assumption of the changing UN presented in pre-
vious texts. The third text is more modest also in the way that it does 
not include the sentence on importance and indispensability of NGOs 
for the UN (and the whole world) that appeared in the same wording in 
the first two texts, nor any other form of such explicit praise for NGOs. 

Moderation of tone of writing
Certain decrease in self-confidence is evident also from moderation 
of tone of the texts. While in the first text, the UN was depicted al-
most as an antagonist to NGOs (the text explicitly lists problems that 
the Secretariat has caused to NGOs), the second text refrains from any 
explicit evaluative statements about the UN and the third one even 
accentuates the emerging consensus and understanding between the 
UN and NGOs. The fact that the emphasis on consensus does not re-
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flect strong satisfaction of NGOs with their arrangements at the UN 
but rather declining self-confidence of the authors is evident in the 
fact that even the third text still evokes the existence of two ‘sides’. 

The language in which demands are formulated is also a very im-
portant proof of changes in the overall discourse. Whilst the first text 
mostly focuses on claiming of what is the case, the second one says 
what should be the case and the third one is mostly about what the 
authors hope for. The difference has to do with questions of modali-
ty. While all three texts are rather assertive as it concerns their state-
ments, the third one is quite successful in trying to moderate its per-
ceived assertiveness by use of introductory clauses and noun phrases. 
Nonetheless, the greatest difference between the texts concerns their 
deontic modality. Even though it seems that the authors share a strong 
commitment to importance of not only what they say but also of what 
they demand, the openly presented commitment to obligation and 
assertiveness of demands decline over time when the three texts are 
compared.

But the decrease in NGO assertiveness and in the scope of their de-
mands does not mean that the power of NGOs and hereby also their 
role at the UN are diminishing. The texts show rather the contrary. 
Even though the demanding approach persists, the texts point to prob-
lems of non-advancement rather than any regression. Contrarily, some 
elements of the rising power of NGOs at the UN can be detected. One 
of them is linked to the question of NGO access to the UNSG. While 
the first text complains about their impossibility to contact him, the 
third text is itself a part of conversation with him. Next, whilst the first 
two texts represent an input which was searched for by the UN, the 
third text was initiated by the group of NGOs. This is closely linked 
to one of the ways which Fairclough26 considers a proof of exercise of 
‘power in discourse’. Since it is firstly the UN who sets up the nature 
and even the timing of interaction with NGOs, whilst later the NGO 
Working Group acts in an autonomous way, it is possible to claim that 
the power balance between the UN and NGOs seems to change in fa-
vour of the latter.

Given real advancements in NGO position at the UN (rather than 
any backslides), a conclusion can be made that the observations above 
are not a sign of growing social distance between the UN and authors 
(or NGOs for whose rights the authors fight). Instead, it seems that the 
authors are simply becoming aware of the fact that the existing social 
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distance cannot be reduced as much as they might have originally be-
lieved. 

Acknowledgement of lack of mandate to represent all NGOs
Furthermore, GPF seems to be getting to acknowledge the fact that it 
is not the only one or the first amongst more organisations that fights 
for participatory rights of NGOs at the UN. In the beginning, GPF 
might have been driven by its initial enthusiasm as well as by its early 
success of establishing the Working Group on UN Security Council. 
This is why it could tend to ‘write the full report’ in 1999, while later on 
it did not try to solve things in such a complex manner but presented 
just their work. In fact, the third text even openly admits the diversity 
of NGO needs.27 Moreover, unlike the first text, the latter two texts are 
written in co-authorship of more NGOs. The last one is even written 
by an established NGO Working Group connecting NGOs with a sim-
ilar interest (UN access) though not necessarily the same ideas of how 
to achieve it (which is more likely to be the case of the group of NGOs 
signed under the second text).

This is closely linked to the observation about the personal identifi-
cation of the authors with their texts. The first two texts are written in 
the third person, talking about NGOs as ‘they’. Even though the author 
of the first text is trying to look like a ‘neutral’ observer, despite the use 
of the third person, he has tendency to speak on behalf of NGOs. He 
writes mostly about what NGOs do, or what is done to them, but he 
also expresses their experience, feelings and thoughts (e.g. ‘NGOs are 
disappointed’, ‘NGOs feel’, ‘NGOs were also alarmed’). In the second 
text, NGOs are mostly passivated (figuring as objects rather than sub-
jects in grammatical terms), so it is not obvious whether the authors 
have tendency to speak on behalf of them or not. Contrarily, the third 
text is written mostly in the first-person plural. Despite speaking about 
NGOs also in general, the authors are making it clear that they do not 
want to be seen as speaking on behalf of all NGOs (although the inter-
nal inclination is still present to a certain extent).

Recognition of diversity of NGOs and their opinions and needs can 
also be a reason why the authors, who suppress differences in all three 
texts, are trying to hide this practice in a more sophisticated way in 
the third text. Shortening and better structuring of texts are another 
proof of this realisation (as the authors are not the only ones who have 
something to say about the issue, they must be brief).
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Professionalisation and/or adaptation? 
However, most of these changes in writing, which show increasing 
sophistication, may also be to some extent a  sign of the profession-
alisation of GPF and development of its art of writing. It may also be 
the case that in the covered time period, GPF learned to utilise the 
style of writing which is internal to the UN. At the UN, the discourse 
can be partly influenced by some intra-institutional rules, or at least 
some existing practice to which all adjust their discourses – and this 
can be especially true for NGOs who are eager to show that they are 
familiar with the UN apparatus and that they are an integral part of 
it. They have learnt that they need to be concise and precise so that 
anyone listens to them, that they must sound formal, not to pretend 
to be more than what they are, show concrete proposals rather than 
general long-term visions without clear paths of how to achieve them 
and build their position rather step by step in order not to arouse fears 
of their growing power and assertiveness. 

Conclusion
In this article, I present discourse analysis as an alternative approach 
to studying the role of NGOs at the UN. Since the role of NGOs at 
the UN can be hardly measured in terms of their share in UN out-
comes, due to both diversity of factors by which these outcomes are 
influenced and the diverse and often subtle ways in which NGOs make 
their part, discourse analysis emerges as an interesting tool to show at 
least some tendencies in development of the role of NGOs at the UN. 
This approach is based on a turn from purely institutionalist views on 
the issue to larger considerations of capacity of discourse to socially 
construct but also reflect on relations between individual actors and 
their roles.

To show the approach in a  practical manner and to test both its 
feasibility and capacity to bring results, the article has presented its 
application to three texts on UN access to and participation at the UN 
authored or co-authored by Global Policy Forum, an NGO which has 
the fight for more participatory rights for NGOs at the UN as one of 
its main missions. Both the author (GPF) and its texts have been cho-
sen independently of expressed attitudes towards the analysed issue. 
The selected texts come from different time periods (1999, 2006, 2011) 
so that a historical comparison could be made and possible trends in 
development of the discourse (and hence also the role of NGOs at the 
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UN) discovered. To analyse the texts, I have adopted the approach de-
veloped by Fairclough.28 I consider this approach a useful tool not only 
because of its focus on the field of social science, but also because of 
the simple fact that choice of a concrete approach in advance to the 
real analysis of texts can limit the potential bias of a researcher.

By employing this approach practically, some important observa-
tions have been revealed regarding the role of NGOs at the UN, which 
can serve as a basis for further research. Firstly, they have shown that 
there seems to be a kind of saturation in what GPF feels that it may de-
mand for NGOs from the UN in terms of their access and participatory 
rights. Secondly, it seems that GPF is becoming aware of the fact that 
more NGOs are now interested in not only the mere work of the UN 
but also the way NGOs are treated at the organisation. Thirdly, in spite 
of the real advancements of NGOs, GPF is taking on a more moderate 
tone in communication with the UN. Some professionalisation in its 
discourse can also be observed.

All of these findings are closely linked to the question of the role of 
NGOs at the UN. The most important finding is the revealed process 
of saturation of NGO demands or at least realisation of this process 
by GPF. The analysed texts have shown that GPF is increasingly aware 
of the fact that the current situation of NGOs at the UN will not be 
subject to substantial changes anymore. The saturation may also be 
the reason for the dissolution of the Working Group on UN Access.29 
At the same time, however, it seems that the position of NGOs at the 
UN has been strengthened. In earlier times, it was a problem accessing 
the UNSG (the first text makes this clear) and it was possible to address 
him only upon his own request (for inputs), while correspondence with 
him has become a common matter over the time (it is the case of the 
third text and the social events of which this text is a part). Moreover, 
earlier inputs written upon a request seem to be replaced by a more 
proactive approach from the NGOs side. This is clear proof of lower-
ing the social distance between the UN and NGOs and of the relative 
power imbalance. Also, the relations between NGOs and the UN have 
improved – from those characterised as antagonistic to more cooper-
ative relations as in between understanding partners. The analysis has 
also shown that there is a greater diversity of NGOs who seem to be 
active in promoting NGO participatory rights at the UN than before.

In conclusion, this practical exercise has indicated that the role of 
NGOs at the UN seems to be somewhat strengthened from the turn of 
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the century. From the perspective of GPF, NGOs appear to have trans-
formed from entities begging for more access to more equal partners. 
The example of GPF shows that NGOs also seem to have started to act 
as such. They communicate in a more formal and sophisticated way 
and try to address rather concrete issues and focus on tangible results 
rather than to follow idealistic dreams and shout for nearly the same 
treatment which the governments have. This ‘sobering-up’ means 
moderation not only in content of demands, but also in assertiveness 
and tone in which they are formulated.

The findings of this analysis serve not only as an insight into the 
mere issue of the role of NGOs at the UN, but, above all, they are 
themselves an evaluation of the employed approach, which this ar-
ticle presents as a new, alternative way of how to understand the is-
sue. So far, the role of NGOs in intergovernmental organisations has 
been assessed primarily on the basis of estimation of NGOs share in 
these organisations’ outcomes. However, I  show in this article that 
even the best estimates do not have to be reliable reflections of reality. 
Even scholars whose focus goes beyond comparing the outcomes with 
NGO preferences (which may be rather a coincidence than necessar-
ily a proof of influence) to analyse also the activities leading to these 
outcomes may find it difficult to assess the overall influence of NGOs – 
especially because of their diverse interests and different tactics they 
use to exercise it. 

One of the alternative approaches to assess the influence and more 
generally the role of NGOs is discursive analysis. The use of discursive 
analysis approach for assessing the role of NGOs at the UN assumes 
that relations between actors and their respective roles are socially 
constructed. Discourse not only does socially construct the role of 
NGOs at the UN30 but can also depict it. The demonstration analysis 
of three texts authored by GPF has proved the capacity of discourse 
analysis to reveal signs of power (hidden in or behind the discourse) 
that constitute the power relations between NGOs and the UN and 
the role which NGOs play within the UN. The historical comparison 
has helped me to show how this role embodied in the GPF discourse 
evolved over the years. 

Even though further research is needed to justify these preliminary 
findings on the role of NGOs at the UN and to fully understand the 
issue, the article represents an important step forward as it shows an 
alternative way to examine it. It has also proved that this approach 
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is workable and can generate important observations. Yet to under-
stand better the role of NGOs at the UN and its possible implications, 
a widening of the presented study would be advisable. The presented 
approach can be used for adding the perspective of next NGOs but 
also that of the UN representatives and of member states to the overall 
picture. Despite its proven capacity to bring results and to overcome 
difficulties faced by other approaches, it is also important to admit that 
the discourse analysis is itself just one of many perspectives which can 
hardly uncover all issues at stake. As such, it is recommended not to 
renounce searching for new ways of dealing with this important issue, 
which could enrich the findings obtained in previous studies and also 
those achieved through the method presented in this study. 
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