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Background  

Since their emergence in civil society, NGOs have been recognized as the necessary actor 

in the successful implementation of global development goals. As other development actors such 

as governments, markets, private donors struggled to address the challenges of local populations 

through intervention. There was a need for a delegate who could both represent the subjects of 

development and improve execution methods for development projects. Before NGOs, what 

often went missing from development planning was the inclusion of beneficiary’s input during 

discourse. The significance of NGO involvement is rooted in their direct connection to 

constituents. This involvement qualifies them as the most appropriate development actor to 

facilitate planning for community intervention and development projects.  Rondinelli (1976) 

elaborates, “as critical leverage points in the development process, projects translate plans into 

action. As vehicles for social and economic change, they can provide the means of mobilizing 

resources and allocating them to the production of new economic goods and social services’ 

(pg.10). Since each NGO offers unique issue-based specialization, how they mobilize resources 

for constituents introduced a new competitive advantage to the field of development. As a 

development actor independent from governing bodies, NGO involvement in delivering aid to 

populations meant their inherent participation as social change advocates in geopolitics. “On the 

part of such NGOs, there was a recognized need for political change, […]  the NGO contribution 

[to political movements] was recognized as important- as a means of accessing a range of 

resources” (Miltin, 2007, pg.1705).  As both an advocate and development actor, NGOs create 

resource pipelines that transfers assets from gatekeepers directly to constituents. Since NGOs are 

created to address the needs of a given community, these organizations provide civil society the 

framework for how available resources can be best utilized for more impactful and effective 
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intervention. The unprecedented access to resources, by beneficiaries, should have heralded the 

inclusion of participatory engagement in development practices. However, the competing 

obligations of NGOs to constituents, civil society and themselves have limited their effectiveness 

in staging community projects needed for global aid and development.  

While NGOs face a challenge in balancing their obligations. There is a solution intrinsic 

to their competitive advantage being underutilized for the sustainable development of their 

projects and operation: knowledge management. Miković, Petrović, and Mihić et al. (2020) 

elaborates, “knowledge and learning are at the heart of international development practice. […] 

From a knowledge-oriented point of view, organizations in a development context embrace 

knowledge management and learning practices to strengthen their own, as well as their 

constituents’ (access to) knowledge” (pg.516). The ability to solve any issue is grounded in what 

informs the approach. Knowledge management is the organizational framework that dictates the 

outcome of development projects. NGOs working in development must prioritize the 

development of a well-structured knowledge management system to guide their approach from 

project planning to execution. Mikovic continues:  

[NGOs] do this in order to enhance their influence on development-related decision-

making processes, and ultimately strengthen the self-sufficiency of beneficiaries’ human 

and social capital. After all, human and social capital are important determinants of 

people’s capacity to respond to the challenges in their environment (Laszlo & Laszlo, 

2002) and to participate more actively in decision-making processes that affect them 

(Stiglitz, 2002) (pg.516).   

A knowledge management system can be viewed as the infrastructure that provides a space for 

the implicit and explicit exchange of all organizational resources. Some scholars call this a 
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“knowledge respiratory,” a depository of all company assets from project management 

procedures, interpersonal relationships, organization values, cultivation of social capital and 

more. There is a need for more attention on how the effectiveness of NGO’s external outputs are 

linked to how resources; like knowledge, are circulated within an organization’s internal 

network. This basic understanding of an NGOs knowledge management framework could reveal 

why NGOs struggle to meet demands placed on them. In fact, Radmila (2020), “it is estimated 

by some that 64% of ID projects fail to produce much needed intended impact for beneficiaries 

(Lovegrove, Gebre, Lee & Kumar, 2011)” (pg.515).  Since NGOs are the development actors 

best informed on how to stage targeted intervention, the barriers to their operation and project 

execution must be addressed. This study will analyze how resources embedded within 

knowledge management systems can be best utilized to both address operational challenges and 

impact of project outcomes. 

Due to the over saturation of different types of NGOs in the sector, the research artifact 

for this study will focus on a local Southern-based NGO.  While it is hard to measure the 

intended impact of every NGO on beneficiaries; smaller locally based NGOs serve as an ideal 

model for understanding the implications of what happens when the limitations placed on these 

organization go unaddressed. While it is recognized that local NGOs don’t have the same access 

to capital as other larger NGOs, they are measured by the same standards and often penalized 

when they can’t produce results in the same capacity. Ironically, the inability to meet industry 

standards, inhibits smaller NGOs from gaining the capital needed to be viewed as successful. 

Even though the scale of impact for beneficiaries will vary, there are some universal expectations 

for the sector, like quantifiable success, set by external stakeholders like funders, that 

marginalize some smaller NGOs. While the primary purpose of why any NGO is formed should 
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be linked to an identified community need, realistically many of these organizations are formed 

to drive the capitalistic development of their funders rather than social change. Since previous 

literature admits to the exclusion of project beneficiaries from development discourse. It 

necessary to identify and preserve the organizations that demonstrate commitment to the interest 

of beneficiaries.  A focus on marginalized NGOs, like Southern NGOs, can illuminate how the 

limitations placed on the general sector disproportionately impedes the progress of NGOs that 

local communities depend on.  

Currently, there is no literature that examines how the epistemology of an NGO 

influences the cultivation of knowledge management systems and its effect on project outcome. 

Since the actual beneficiaries of NGO’s projects are often ambiguous, there is a need to identify 

why some NGOs are created and if it correlates to failed internal operation and aid delivery. 

When an organization’s knowledge management is obsolete or non-existent, it impedes their 

ability to effectively deliver service. This study will analyze the epistemological roots of a 

southern-based NGO located in Quito, Ecuador called Fundacion Ecuatoriana Equidad. The goal 

of this study is to investigate if their organizational epistemology contributes to how their 

knowledge management is used to address any internal or external operational limitations. 

Finally, by considering how and why their knowledge is managed, the results could explain why 

some projects are ineffective for beneficiaries.  

The data from this study will identify potential ways in which epistemology and 

knowledge management can impact an organization’s service projects and reveal how NGOs can 

innovate knowledge systems to ensure effective operation and aid delivery. To identify how 

epistemology influences an organization’s procedure, this study asks the following research 

question: How does the utilization of Knowledge Management systems, by NGOs, impactful the 
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effectiveness of service projects? The goal is to identify areas where knowledge management can 

be better leveraged to avoid limitations that impede organizational effectiveness. This question 

will help test how epistemology influences the interaction between an organization’s knowledge 

management utilization and effective project outcome. Additionally, through an understanding of 

how knowledge management is used it will locate where disruptions exist in NGO’s project 

execution process. Currently, projects are commonly deemed ineffective in two ways. First, 

while some NGOs provide benefits for their constituents, they struggle to prove project 

effectiveness by sector measurement standards. Second, projects are ineffective because of the 

prioritization of donor’s special interest over constituents, redefining who is the beneficiary of 

project outcomes. The findings of this study will reveal deficits in knowledge management and 

the use of epistemology as the root causes of project inefficiency. 

Literature Review  

The prominence of NGOs in civil society has been marked by its reputation as an alternative 

solution for implementing development projects. Miltin, Hickey and Bebbington (2007), “NGOs 

are a relatively recent organizational form whose emergence can only be understood in terms of 

their relationships to far more deeply seated social arrangements linked, for instance, to religious 

institutions, political movements, and government and transnational networks of various kinds 

(Bebbington, 2004)” (pg.1702). Although NGOs are perceived as independent actors.  The cause 

of their sudden prominence is heavily attributed to their connection to institutions of power and 

privilege. An affiliation which contributed to NGOs acceptance, legitimacy and viability as a 

new actor in civil society. “A Gramscian notion of civil society is particularly helpful in this 

regard for it emphasizes the centrality of hegemonic ideas in structuring the forms that 

d/Development takes at the same time as making explicit the notion that all actors are involved in 
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fixing or challenging these hegemonic ideas” (Miltin, 2007, pg. 1715). While NGOs have proven 

to be effective in addressing the most pressing global challenges, there are still lingering 

questions on how its epistemology has shaped its specific role and purpose in society. 

While development discourse in civil society was exclusively reserved for hegemonic 

entities. Now, with the presence of NGOs, development beneficiaries were now considered to 

have a voice in their own intervention. Conversely, NGO’s epistemology being connected to 

predominate institutions of power, consequentially upholds ideology that causes many to need 

intervention. As NGOs emerged in countries around the globe, they gained a reputation by local 

communities as an alternative to the prevailing power structures that left them in need of 

visibility and support. However, Veltbeyer (2017) explains, “in reality [NGOs were] basically 

conceived as an escape valve, a means of relieving the pressures on governments for them to 

reduce and alleviate poverty via the expenditure of fiscal revenues and pressures on the labour 

market/business to absorb excess rural labour” (pg.45). Although expectations surrounding 

NGOs assign them to producing tangible action from development discourse. Their reputation 

shouldn’t dismiss what lead to their creation and why.  NGOs presence in civil society not only 

gave other development actors partial exemption from constituent accountability but also gave 

civil society a new face for intervention success and failure that was still subject to the influence 

of existing systems of power. Since NGOs were created during the perceived global decline of 

colonialism, this new organizational structure was ironically offered at a time when there was a 

need to restructure the development welfare state.  Even though scholars have recognized NGOs 

effectiveness in staging the necessary intervention needed for development, they also 

demonstrate concern for who the outcomes of the projects are meant to serve.   
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The prevailing ambiguity in the motivations that drive NGOs have led to sector wide 

discrepancies on providing transformative assistance to vulnerable communities. As the sector 

expanded, so were the number of NGOs withdrawing the various capital available, introducing a 

scarcity model toward resources in the sector. NGO’s epistemology make them vulnerable to 

external influences outside the range of development. Howell and Pearce, 2001: 

The decline of the public sphere, social spending and the rise of contracting are 

associated with a specific manner of imagining civil society, one deeply shaped by the 

prominence of American experiences with civil society, where donors “use their funds to 

reshape associational forms [. . .] (to) reflect a script written mostly in the United States [. 

. .] (where) NGOs and grassroots movements [. . .] have to become less ‘critical’ and less 

‘political’ [. . .] trained and professionalized” (pp. 222-3). 

So, while other development actors, like governments, have a fixed position in their role in 

development. Every NGO act as a different entity, yet they all have the same fixed role in civil 

society. The flexibility that comes with these organizational structures allow NGOs to be molded 

by either it’s environment or epistemological affiliation, which deepens the need for an 

understanding of which types of development projects NGOs are dedicated to.  

Central to understanding the context of how NGOs operate is the recognizing of two types of 

development, ‘little d’’ and ‘‘big D’’ Development. “The former involves the ‘‘geographically 

uneven, profoundly contradictory’’ set of processes underlying capitalist developments, while 

the latter refers to the ‘‘project of intervention in the ‘‘third world’’ that emerged in a context of 

decolonization and the cold war’” (Hart, 2001, p. 650). This distinction is crucial to recognizing 

the types of projects pursued by NGOs and the alleged beneficiaries of its outcomes. However, 

since NGOs are independent entities, there is little to no oversight, beyond funders, to appraise 
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which type of d/Development service projects subscribe to. Veltbeyer (2017), “[capitalist 

development] as we understand it today – as a project of nation- building and international 

cooperation – was invented as a means of preventing countries on the periphery of the world 

capitalist system that were struggling to liberate themselves from the ties of colonialism and 

imperialist (pg.42).” Though academic literature revealed relationship between NGOs and 

colonial and imperialist systems, little is still known on what the implications of this relationship 

are on global development goals. NGO’s concealed epistemology and the inability to classify the 

type of development project, prevents intended beneficiaries from being the focus of 

development, again.  

The evident obscurity in planning intentions could account for the high failure rates of recent 

international development projects. The marketed beneficiaries of development are often 

proxying for driving little d development. Instead of prioritizing the needs of the most 

vulnerable, some NGOs became the catalyst for advancing capitalist and political interests. This 

can be best illustrated through the formulation of NGOs in the global south. “"Northern NGOs" 

(NNGOs) which have their roots in the industrialized countries, but which undertake 

development or emergency relief work in aid-recipient countries—such as Save the Children 

Fund—and "Southern NGOs" (SNGOs) which are non-governmental organizations which have 

emerged locally in the countries where NNGOs are active […]” (Lewis, 1998 pg. 502). The 

intention behind this sector expansion, from an epistemological lens, shows how one established 

institution can use NGOs to further their own goals. Additionally, it illustrates how an NGO who 

was created “for” a community or cause is vulnerable to the implicit interest of its creators. The 

formation of Southern NGOs was to act as a proxy and extension for the hidden capital and 
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political interest bred from little d development. Although Northern NGOs had their space in 

civil society paved for them.  Sri (2008): 

The South is represented, if at all, as a passive recipient in most Northern management 

research, a consumer not a producer. Ignoring even hierarchical presumptions, this is a very 

inadequate view of how management knowledge develops giving the impression that local 

management knowledge is simply an imitation or result of western management knowledge” 

(pg.117).  

The benefits of Northern NGOs facilitating the cultivation of the southern region was the 

institutionalization of prevailing systems of power. This region expansion was really the 

extension of spheres of influence that caused an implicit forced compliance on Southern NGOs 

to Northern (western) standards. The presence of imperialism, both in its origin and present 

history, accounts for the bind some NGOs are forced into as they attempt to appease donors and 

meet the needs of their constituents. This puts a strain of the formulation and execution of 

projects needed for community intervention. While the intention is for NGOs to be autonomous, 

independent entities, they still depend on donors and other investors to fund their operation.  

Chamchong (2019), “resource dependency theory assumes that when an organization is 

dependent on external, scarce resources to execute the tasks for which it has a responsibility, 

each organization may attempt to influence or control the domains and activities of others 

(Emerson, 1962; Sullivan & Skelcher, 2002)” (pg.32). Even if an NGO has their project 

beneficiary in mind, they must also prioritize the interest of those funding the projects. The 

competing motives present when implementing a project could account for the ineffective project 

delivery for constituents. An organization that controls more critical resources than others may 

use this power to maintain or enhance their position by encouraging dependent organizations to 
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become partners” (Chamchong, 2019, pg 32). So, while NGOs are meant to offer counter-

hegemonic ideas of intervention, they are subject to the oversight of the entities they may be 

working against. Miltin (2007): 

The specific forms of intervention have also involved the increased channeling of 

(national and multilateral) state-controlled resources through NGOs—a channeling in which 

resources become bundled with particular rules and ideas regarding how they must be 

governed and contribute to the governing of others. Even within a sector dedicated to 

promoting equity, there is a hierarchy of privilege, correlated to their foundation affiliation, 

that allow some NGOs, like those based in the North, to operate more efficiently than others” 

(pg.1707).  

While there are no universal functionalities that govern how NGO should. There are, 

however, persistent limitations that are common amongst NGOs struggling to execute projects 

that drive “D”evelopment. As Radmila explains, “mismanagement, challenging socio-economic-

political context and the complexity of projects’ and programs’ strategies are identified as key 

bottlenecks influencing fragmentation, lack of coordination, and reduced benefits of ID projects 

to recipients (Addison, Niño-Zarazúa & Finn Tarp, 2015)” (pg.515). Many of these limitations 

can be attributed to external stakeholders that influence the operation and strategy direction of 

the organization. These constraints are most deeply felt by locally based Southern NGOs. Batti 

(2015), “[…] donor and government agencies are looking to work with local institutions that can 

demonstrate measurable results. Therefore, to continue receiving much-needed resources to 

undertake projects, the local NGOs have to prove that they have the capacity and commitment to 

design meaningful initiatives and implement them effectively (pg.28). The immense 

responsibility placed on NGO’s internal and external operation to meet standards they may not 
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be equipped for, presents a disruption to the planning and implementation of needed intervention 

projects. As NGOs struggle to meet demands, the strain is most felt by the subjects of 

development.  

Although some NGOs have always struggled to find sustainable ways to be operate 

autonomously as they provide aid to constituents. There was a shift in civil society that altered 

the evaluation metric that dedicated the success of projects produced by NGOs. Veltbeyer 

(2009), “the 1980s opened with a conservative counter-revolution, a movement to halt the 

incremental but steady gains made in earlier decades by the working class under the aegis and 

within the social liberal reform framework of the development welfare state” (pg. 40). The 

change of evaluation criteria reaffirmed control by the most powerful actors in civil society on 

the global community. The shift in the development state made local Southern NGOs especially 

susceptible to forced operation assimilation into an evolving development discourse. Among the 

harms to local Southern NGOs, were there inability to adopt their locally derived practices to 

reflect this new global criterion. As these new changes were imposed on the world, many failed 

to adapt. Ironically, “the diagnosis of what the turn into the new world order had brought about – 

a deepening of social inequalities and increased poverty (from 40 to 44% in the 1980s) – was 

reflected in the phrase “a decade lost to development” (Veltbeyer, 2009, pg. 46). It begs for the 

reflection on whether the NGOs then, and now, are failing to deliver aid to constituents or to 

failing to produce results by this new standard. The focus of the sector became more about 

results that can be quantitatively measured rather than an accurate reflection on the potential 

impacts of intervention projects for beneficiaries.  

 Over time the increased permeation of this new measurement framework changed the 

nature of NGOs potential as an alternative to development. Across the section there was a shift 
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away from the inherent structural function of NGOs as intervention-based project facilitators, 

and left space for any NGO who could meet these new standards, access the same authority and 

access to resources in civil society. The vast global proliferation of NGOs allowed for an open 

interpretation on the role, function and obligations of these organizations. Srinivas (2010), “there 

are ideological effects of using a term uncritically. […] The consequence was presuming the 

value of private initiative even if at the expense of collective responsibility, and that all activities 

can be monetized and somehow exchanged within a market” (pg.119). Soon NGOs started 

earning a new reputation as shell organizations that provided an anonymous vehicle for driving 

capitalistic interest in local communities. However, NGOs are still viewed and utilized as one of 

the most appropriate actors in delivering alternatives in development and community 

intervention.  

The vast expansion of the field has revealed deepening ambiguity of why some NGOs were 

created and fail to address the needs of their proclaimed constituents. For the sake of prioritizing 

subjects of development, there is a need to identity organizations who, whether intentional or 

unintentional, have ties to little d development. As vulnerable communities and development 

actors look to NGOs for intervention, a distinction must be created between the organizations 

that truly represent the people and those that proliferate capitalist interests. To best support 

NGOs, with intentions of big D development, an alternative form of capital is needed for the 

sustainability of their operation and project execution. As local NGOs attempt to respond to the 

needs of the marginalized, the limitations placed on their autonomy and building capacity must 

be resolved. 

As mentioned above there are many limitations that can prevent the organization for being 

able function and serve effectively. However, a study on different local NGO implementation 
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challenges, “identified five interrelated constraints that are found in every project: scope, quality, 

cost, time, and resources” (Batti, 2015, pg. 22).  These common restraints amongst local NGOs 

can help establish the correlations between how the limitations placed on the organization has an 

impact on the service outputs of the NGO. An initial analysis of what are the causes of these 

constraints can also be linked to the influence of external stakeholders that fund these 

organizations. For some Southern local NGOs, they must make the choice to either concede to 

the interest of donors, or risk not having enough resources to support constituents. Even NGOs 

who do have reliable donors and funding, often the capital available is forced into a binary of 

project implementation or sustainable operation. This is a conflict that many local NGOs face, 

and the reason for the forced compliance and the need for a resource alternative. 

Knowledge management is a structure that is inherently embedded within every organization. 

This structure is formulated by a sustainable resource already made available to any 

organization, social capital. Radmila (2009) “[It] is the internal and external social capital of 

organizations that give them the knowledge needed for the resolution of the development issues 

that ID NGOs address through their projects” (pg. 516). While financial capital is promoted as 

the necessary means for NGOs to keep up with sector standards, social capital is inherent to the 

type of work done by NGOs. Central to knowledge managements benefits is the emphasis placed 

on investing and utilizing relationships within a given network. Currently, “ID NGOs struggle to 

learn about [effective knowledge management use] because they try to do so using models from 

profit-based organizations which are inappropriate given that profit and nonprofit structures 

operate with different values, missions, goals and contexts” (Radmila,2 009, pg.516).  The 

implication of having conflicting organizational structures causes NGOs to adopt organizational 

practices that impede the fulfillment of their mission. For example, while a for-profit company 
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might avoid sharing knowledge within other companies. NGOs are at an advantage, where 

different missions can support each other without taking away from the significant of their 

individual goal. Unfortunately, “ID NGOs are not efficient in using their traditional strengths as 

intermediaries to build bridges between grassroots organizations and local and national levels, 

and to apply their knowledge of local contexts in an increasingly interconnected world (Banks et 

al., 2015). As NGOs seek to meet the expectations of multiple, and often conflicting, 

stakeholders it causes NGOs to divert from what made them a unique and needed actor in civil 

society. One of the main causes of failed or ineffective intervention projects is the exclusion of 

its beneficiaries. Most forms of project development are prescribed to beneficiaries rather 

derived from them, meaning that there is a lack of necessary knowledge need to properly inform 

project implementation. To restore the impact NGOs can have for constituents, the effective 

utilization of knowledge management systems must be prioritized to achieve internal and 

external goals. 

Knowledge management serves as the mechanism by which social capital can be organized, 

maintained and allocated. Considering, “knowledge and learning are at the heart of international 

development practice. Development impact is no longer measured solely by economic indicators 

as a measure of welfare, but is increasingly related to people’s ability to access, generate, and 

leverage specialized knowledge” (Ferguson, Huysman & Soekijad, 2010, n.p).  The entire field 

of international development is heavily reliant on knowledge to not only inform how to approach 

projects, but how to learn from past experiences to better inform future interventions. In addition, 

it prompts members within a community to build relationships for the mobilization of resources 

for constituents. While other important resources are needed to operate and execute projects, 

most are heavily linked to external stakeholders. The need to prioritize stakeholders that don’t 
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have a direct connection to the network, causes NGOs to lack optimal relationship cultivation 

within their network.   “Surveys by ALNAP (Active Learning Network for Accountability and 

Performance) conducted in 2012 and 2015 with 631 ID NGO leaders from 183 organizations 

revealed that inadequate social relations with local actors, the lack of the right balance between 

networking and fund-raising efforts, and insufficient input from affected populations during 

project design were the largest obstacles to delivering aid effectively” (Radmila, 2020,pg. 516). 

Knowledge management offers a type of alternative form of capital that can be leveraged 

internally to grant operational independence and better serve constituents. 

The presence of a social economy empowers NGOs to use resources created by its own 

community to best address the needs of local constituents. Knowledge management in this 

context provides a marketplace where social capital can be used to grant organizational 

autonomy and more effective intervention. 

While most NGOs rely on external stakeholders, like governments or private donors to 

generate the monetary capital needed to execute projects. Southern NGOs have the advantage of 

relying on a social capital as a currency that has more value to the community rather than the 

financial capital of non-community members. The procurement of more social capital can be 

easily attained by cultivating more relationships with people found within a network. In other 

areas of the world where there is more traditional capital being circulated. Southern NGOs are 

situated in regions where of the main currencies available to the community is social capital. 

Knowledge management offers an NGO a mechanism for them to evaluate their own use of 

resources and if they are being used effectively. As NGOs plan intervention projects, knowledge 

management is a framework to align the resources of the organization with the needs of their 

communities. Radmila (2020) “it is the internal and external social capital of organizations that 



Joel  

 
17 

give them the knowledge needed for the resolution of the development issues that ID NGOs 

address through their projects” (pg.516). The effective use of knowledge management can 

prevent NGOs from being over reliant on influences linked to little-d development but also be a 

tool for the liberation and restoration of autonomy of the NGOs attempting to better serve 

constituents. The navigation of social networks allows NGOs to access resources that our derived 

from within its community, rather than adopting the behaviors of structures that don’t align with 

the intentions of the organization.  

 

Methods: 

 

To address the significance of how ineffective knowledge management influences NGOs 

project execution, there is a need to also understand how knowledge management informs the 

disruptions to internal and external service operation. In order to best explore the research 

questions, there will be a case study on a Southern NGO located in Quito, Ecuador. The NGO is 

called Fundacion Ecuatoriana Equidad, or Equidad, an organization NGO working on the health 

and citizenship of the LGBTI population.  To help validate the findings from data collected 

during this case study. An interview with a project manager from another Ecuadorian NGO will 

be included. The second NGO being analyzed for comparison is called is Alas De Colibri, an 

NGO working on defending human and nature rights. It is fitting to use Ecuador as the location 

for this study considering, “This new wave of organized social movements against the advance 

of capital and the government’s neoliberal policy agenda began in Ecuador with an uprising in 

1990 orchestrated by CONAIE (Confederation of Indigenous Nationalities of Ecuador); a 

confederation of more than several dozen indigenous nationalities (Petras and Veltmeyer 2013)”.  

Equidad will serve as the focus of this study for a few key reasons. First, since they are 

considered a southern NGO, they can help reveal who the organizations limitations placed on the 
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sector disproportionately impacts southern NGOs, like the ones in included in this study. It will 

also inform how the influence of northern NGOs or external stakeholders, primarily donors, 

influence the initial formulation of an organization knowledge management system. Second, 

southern NGOs are closer to the beneficiaries of development and often the advocate and 

representative for local vulnerable populations. This means that if these local NGOs don’t find 

relief from their operational limitations, the implications of ineffective project delivery are most 

intimately felt by their local constituents. This will be a key link in understanding how NGOs 

can be more effective in delivering aid intervention. Finally, because these organizations are in 

Ecuador, the presence of a social economy allows for knowledge management to inform how 

NGOs can leverage social capital as a means for supplementing the resources disparities that 

make them dependent on external stakeholders and use the resources from the community to 

more sustainably support constituents from resources from its own community. 

For a holistic analysis of case study, data will be collected from three sources: site and 

field observations and employee interviews. The data collected from site observation will be 

centered on focusing on how employees interact within their own environment. Beyond 

interaction, observation will focus on operation, employee engagement and interaction, how 

technology is used, and interactions with constituents. Since this study is also observing the 

benefits of an NGO being situated in a social economy and how the development and utilization 

of social relationships and capital is crucial to creating this alterative form of development. The 

observing of the ways in which the organizations collaborate and socialize will be documented. 

For the interviews, all employees of the organization have been welcomed to participate in the 

study. There are no exclusions from this sample due to the knowledge gained by how different 

roles impact how knowledge is managed within the organization. To be mindful of the work 
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obligations of the interviewees, the interviews will be scheduled for 30 minutes. In each 

interview, the participants will be prompted to describe two scenarios: their most successful 

project intervention and most pronounced failure. With the first case scenario, after they share, a 

follow up question will ask what best practices were developed from the experience. For the 

second, a follow up question will ask what could have been done different and if any 

organizational changes came from it. The follow up questions serve as the introduction to how 

the process are developed and maneuvers within their knowledge management system.   

Findings: 

 

After collecting data from site and field observations and employee interviews, the data 

was organized into themes that cut across the samples. While there were many discoveries, to 

best address the research question, the data was triangulated between samples to identify major 

themes during analysis. Initially, the research question was addressed in three main ways: effects 

of epistemology, utilization of knowledge management, outcomes for beneficiaries. To 

understand the answer to the research question, there must first be an establishment of who the 

audience or “beneficiary” is. The scale of effectiveness can be only authenticated by beneficiary.  

During data collection, stakeholders became central to understanding how knowledge 

management influences project outcomes. The stakeholder that is prioritized in the strategic 

planning of organizational activities dictates what knowledge is needed to implement service 

projects. Intrinsic to understanding effectiveness, was an understanding of who is measuring 

outcomes and how they choose to do it. The prioritization of relationships between external and 

internal stakeholders within a knowledge management system, has significant influence on 

where resources are allocated within an organization. If an external stakeholder (funders) is the 

priority of the NGO, then operation practices is heavily tailored to meeting their demands. But 
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when an internal stakeholder (like constituents) is prioritized, success and effectiveness are put in 

the hands of those directly receiving the services. Realistically, while many NGOs are reliant on 

private donors and funding to sustain operation. The presence of private capital often runs 

synonymously with driving the interest of little d development, because even the donors must 

produce tangible results to its stakeholders. How success is measured from a public organization 

to private organization is vastly different. But organizations, like NGOs, are typically forced into 

assimilating standards that don’t reflect organization structure or value. The measurement tools 

by private donors are focused on producing tangible results around profitability, scale rather than 

empowering and growth. One of the stark differences of identified between the prioritization of 

internal and external stakeholders is short vs long term viability. From external stakeholders, 

their involvement can be brief or at their will, for many internal stakeholders they are married to 

their relationship to the organization, making them more dependent on the long-term outcome of 

the services. When stakeholders with extended interest in executing or offering a service, they 

think about more sustainable solutions that can be sourced and recycled back into the 

community.  

Below are key themes derived from data analysis.  

Site and Field Observations  

Equidad’s Epistemology 

Equidad was initially created between 7-8 members of the LGBT community on October 

10, 2000, in coordination with local private and public institutions. They are a human rights 

organization that focuses on social and political advocacy. The organization is striving to be a 

national and international benchmark for the LGBTI populations of Ecuador in rights, citizen 

participation and comprehensive health, mainly HIV/Aid prevention. Equidad’s initial main 
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service to the community was a physical space. The office acts as workspace, medical facility 

and refugee shelter and more. As their involvement in the community expanded, so did their 

services for constituents. Currently, in addition to the services offered through their facility. 

Equidad is a leader in HIV/Aids prevention, through testing, research and consultation. The 

organization focuses on collaborating with other institutions to develop community-based 

research. This research is then used to inform the activates and strategic direction for how 

services are offered to constituents. In the process of cultivating knowledge sharing resources, 

they have created relationships or partnerships with other key public and private institutions that 

are in proximity to their constituents. Much of what informs their knowledge and service 

planning is from the local community. While the focus is on making impact for the Quito 

community, they have international partnerships for some key intervention projects. Even though 

there is a significant portion of their constituent populations that come to them for assistance, 

Equidad administers many services and intervention through their activities in the local 

community. Equidad attends and plans many community events as key operational activity that 

serves as essential functions like knowledge acquisition and knowledge sharing. During the field 

collection, Equidad was observed while they attended a local LGBTI event called, “Dia De 

Integracion LGBTIQ, 3rd Edicion 2021” or LGBTIQ Day of Integration. Many local NGOs, 

Non-Profits, and other public institutions were in attendance. Each organization was given a 

booth to display or promote any materials. At Equidad’s booth, they used it as an opportunity to 

ask potential constituents trivia type questions regarding sexual health, gender and available 

resources in their community in exchange for a prize. Equidad relies on these types of 

interactions to educate individuals but to also share knowledge about what benefits and resources 

they offer. In addition, these interactions created the space for Equidad to learn more about 
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individuals who may not be yet identified ad their constituents. However, since the event was 

catered to the LGBTQI community, many of the individual they engaged with could potentially 

benefit from their services. Each conversation gives Equidad the chance to learn about how the 

changing needs and interests of their constituent population. The information they collect 

through these interactions with participants and other organization are then brought back to the 

organization to guide what future activities can be optimized or customized to the growing needs 

of the population. While Equidad relies on collaboration with other institutions to inform some 

of their organizations function like research and consultation. The daily activity of the 

organization is informed by and centered around the constituents. How the utilize their 

relationships within their knowledge network guides measurements of success for projects and 

services. While there are some quantifiable yearly goals the organization must achieve to 

maintain some funding, interestingly the goals often don’t contradict with the organizations 

internal measure of success between them and the beneficiaries. For other NGOs, some goals set 

by external stakeholders can take priority over goals set by the organization of itself. Equidad 

measures the success of internal goals in the following ways: satisfaction of constituents, quality 

of service and knowledge promotion. For external goals, they measure their success in 

comparison to the sector, not by measurements set a particular stakeholder. The organization has 

developed a knowledge management system that is rooted in its constituents and uses them to 

determine how effective they are.  

 

What was the organization’s most successful project? What best practices were developed? 

Social Capital Utilization 
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One of the most prominent themes in successful project implementation was the 

utilization of social capital. As stated previously, NGOs situated in a social economy can use 

social capital as a legitimate form of currency to acquire and transfer resources. Since some of 

the organization’s workers are very active in the surrounding the community, they have been 

able to create and leverage relationships within their individual networks to foster connections 

between the organization and external community resources. Many of the workers named the 

organization’s general coordinator, or Participant #7, as one of the key reasons for why many of 

the services offered to the community are so impactful. Participant #7 has been managing the 

organization for over 21 years. During that time, Participant #7 cultivated relationships and 

accumulated social capital with key community stakeholders such as local officials, 

organizations, universities, and hospitals. This has proven crucial to the development and 

effectiveness of Equidad’s most prominent service; HIV testing and prevention. Equidad’s 

methodology for HIV testing is considered to be the standard for HIV testing and prevention in 

Quito. The organization partners with local hospitals and universities to properly inform the best 

methodology and best practices for offering this service to their constituents. While Equidad 

focuses on testing and prevention through consultation, they can’t fully support any constituents 

who may require additional treatment. For example, if a constituent receives a positive HIV test 

result, the organization doesn’t not have the resources available to provide comprehensive 

treatment. However, because of the relationship Equidad has developed with local hospitals, a 

constituent can receive a positive test result and then be directed to a hospital or other partnering 

organization that can offer necessary medicine and treatment. While no monetary resources are 

exchanged, social capital is how the resources are accessed and transferred to the constituent.  
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Beyond resources, Equidad’s effective accumulation and utilization of social capital has 

increased their credibility within their community. This organizational credibility is crucial due 

to the geopolitics of the region. While younger generations are more progressive, a significant 

majority of the nation is still very religiously conservative which influences how the community 

view’s Equidad’s constituents. Equidad is one of the first and most pronounced LGBT 

organization in Quito. While the public may not agree with lived experiences of the constituents, 

the organization still receives some government and population support due to their history and 

impact in the community. Regardless of personal views about the organization, many in the 

community are aware of who they are and what services they provide. This is crucial to ensuring 

access to Equidad’s service to their constituents. During intervention activities, Equidad is 

constantly engaging with constituents and other local organizations. This is fundamental to how 

their relations within their network are formed and strengthened, in addition to how social capital 

is earned from their community. While many NGOs are criticized for not effectively managing 

their local networks to further knowledge and organizational goals. The services provided by 

Equidad are sourced from the community for the community using social capital. 

Organizational Identity  

A major limitation to development discourse and impactful results for constituents is the 

exclusion of beneficiary input. What made the introduction of NGOs to civil society significant 

was the representation of the beneficiary. While epistemology can complicate who NGOs 

represent in civil society, Equidad has made beneficiary representation intrinsic to their 

organizational structure. Initially, since Equidad is a LGBT human rights organization, identity 

politics are inherently linked and present in all organizational activities. This is meaningful 

because much like its constituents, Equidad must navigate the social politics and attitudes of the 
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surrounding community. There is an immediate implicit solidarity with their constituents due to 

shared identity. While same sex marriage is legalized and sexual discrimination is criminalized 

by law, there is still social stigma around being a member of the LGBT community. This stigma 

informs how many LGBT members navigate their environment, especially when trying to access 

resources.  For constituents the presence of Equidad’s office provides a safe space for LGBT 

individuals, while also allowing them to learn about how their needs can be meet within the 

organization capacities. The identity solidarity shared between the organization and constituents 

helps foster why Equidad is impactful for their constituents. When a new employee is onboarded 

to the organization three main things occur. First, an employee receives training ranging from 

project management to constituent sensitivity. Each employee learns how to work with their 

constituent population and how to best use available organizational resources to serve 

constituents. After training, the employee is then given an organizational manual that contains 

knowledge about mission critical objectives, services, organizational value pillars and more. The 

training and manual are how explicit knowledge is initially transferred to new employees. Lastly, 

to complete onboarding, the employee is then profile matched to the project they will be assigned 

to. Profile matching includes pairing the workers experience and individual identity to the 

service they will be providing to the constituents. The profile matching is the vehicle for helping 

the employee share their explicit knowledge with the organization and constituents. While a 

worker might be profile matched to a particular function of the organization, everyone 

contributes and assists on all organizational functions. The profile matching appears to have 

positive contributions to why some participants claimed successful results from projects cited 

during the interview. One of the benefits of shared identity amongst the organization, workers 

and constituents is that the perspective of the beneficiary is included in every stage of 
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development planning.  Instead of having an external stakeholder hypothesize what are the 

necessary steps and resources needed to accomplish goals. The workers with shared identity with 

constituents have more informed knowledge about what is necessary for effective planning and 

execution of services. For example, participant #1 was a Venezuelan refugee in Quito. For 

Equidad they serve as a community worker that specializes in working with the refugee and 

migrant constituents as well. While other workers can be given knowledge on how to best work 

and serve this population. Participant #1 has explicit knowledge that informs what steps are 

needed for impactful intervention. The value of each worker’s profile to the organization project 

implementation highlights the need to empower NGOs to use their individual specialization to 

more accurately inform development planning.  

While profile matching led to successful intervention for the organization. There were 

other benefits to shared identity. Since beneficiaries were excluded from development discourse. 

Equidad representing the part of constituent’s identity that might exclude them from society or 

warrant their intervention, signals the importance of beneficiary representation in development 

goals. Especially because of the social stigma surrounding the community, there are not many 

institutions or development actors that share beneficiary’s interest in the same way as Equidad. 

Even for employees that aren’t members of the LGBT community, they reported the importance 

of them being able to represent constituent’s interests. Participant #3, who does not identify as a 

member of the LGBT community, is security for the facility. They were recently promoted from 

night guard to security during regular operation hours. The promotion meant they had to interact 

more directly with the different types of constituents that come to the facility. When being 

trained on how to serve constituents, they cited how they were able to acquire the necessary 

knowledge for their job through direct interactions with constituents rather than just reading 
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about them. A similar sentiment was echoed in Participant #6, a clinical psychologist who also 

did not identifty as a member of the LGBT community. While Participant #3 was able to learn 

how to serve beneficiaries interests from the constituents, articipant #6 engages differently. 

Initially, they cite how most of the constituents assume that they are a member of the LGBT 

community. When, or if, constituents discover that Participant #6 is not a member of the LGBT 

community, constituents express shock and concern as to why they would want to be involved 

with a community they belong to. Participants #6 shares how they are attempting to shift 

attitudes about what it means to be an ally. They want constituents to know that although their 

identities don’t share affinity, they can listen to them to understand how to best support them. 

The allies embedded within the organization demonstrate the effects of how external 

stakeholders can still learn from constituents on how to best represent their interest.  For 

Equidad, it’s not just representing constituent’s interest, but their own. In order to meet 

organization needs, Equidad must navigate their social environment in a similar way as their 

workers and constituents, which constantly updates existing organizational knowledge on how to 

best serve constituents. To this local community, Equidad as a safe space means that constituents 

who fear exposure or discrimination have access to resources they may have been excluded 

from. As one of the oldest and well-established LGBT organizations in Quito, constituents are 

seeing Equidad not only as an organization, but a reflection of themselves. Since NGOs are 

meant to be derived from a community’s need, the visibility of constituent’s interest throughout 

Equidad operation ensure their voices will be prioritized.  

Organizational Autonomy  

One of the main limitations of NGO effectiveness is the restriction of organizational 

autonomy due to the requirements that accompany funding. When many NGOs receive state or 
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private funding for projects, there are strict regulations on fund allocations and how the project 

should be managed. These obligations impede an organization from being able to function in 

alignment with their given specialization. This has been cited in research as a contributor to 

ineffective project management and results, in addition to potentially imposing unsustainable 

organizational practices from external stakeholders. In the case of Equidad, they have prioritized 

autonomy over funding. Equidad receives organizational funding from three sources: 

international co-op projects, donations from service subscribers, and profits from training other 

institutions.  

While there are limitations to how much financial capital can be earned from these 

sources. These unconventional sources give Equidad the flexibility to function in the most 

effective way for their constituents. Amongst all the projects cited as successful by participants, 

the most common and important theme across responses was the organization’s specific 

approach to the project. The effective methodology used was developed as the result of 

Equidad’s ability to maintain agency over how the project was planned and executed. When 

referencing Equidad’s HIV prevention services, they became the country’s standard for HIV 

testing because they were able to work with local partners to develop what was going to work 

best for their constituents. This is juxtaposed with a particular project Participant #7 listed as one 

of the organization’s least effective projects. During an international partnership with the Global 

Fund, they collaborated on a project to increase testing amongst the LGBT population in Quito. 

During the planning phases for the project, their partner wanted Equidad to go to places where 

project beneficiaries “frequent,” like clubs, saunas and bars. However, Equidad voiced concerns 

over how that strategy for project execution was not the most effective for this population. First, 

because it would be hygienic. Second,  if someone receives a positive test result in their facility, 
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they are in a safe space to receive the information and be directed to the appropriate resources. 

Finally, it would potential risk outing closeted LGBT members to the public. Although they 

voiced their concerns based off their experience, the Global Fund still wanted the project to be 

implemented in their way. As a result, Equidad cancelled the project and returned all the funds 

from their partner. As Participant #7 said, “we are a human rights organization first,” the 

organization found it to be unethical to take funds to do a project in a way that was effective or 

useful to constituents. Beyond this particular project, during the site observation, it was revealed 

that Equidad does not accept any funds or partnerships that fall outside the scope of their 

organization’s missions. The belief is their prominence and impact on the community is because 

of the optimization of the organizational specialization. While other NGOs may have been forced 

to compromise some organization values in order to execute project, Equidad would rather have 

limited funds than projects that compromise their mission. The agency maintained by Equidad 

reveals how NGOs can operate as an independent development actor in civil society, while also 

maintain the interest of the beneficiaries.   

The main themes found within the organization’s successful projects are also main 

components in their knowledge management systems. Equidad is able to mobilize resources 

found inside and outside of their network for the sake of empower their constituents. They 

display immense knowledge about how to navigate the community, serve constituents and plan 

effective projects. In every part of the organizations process, knowledge is constantly being 

circulated and used to further organizations objectives in an impactful way.  

Describe a project that failed to be effective? What did the organization change? 
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Resource Limitations 

Like many NGOs, Equidad faces resource challenges which can impact the quality of 

service they provide to their constituents. While some of the financial limitations are self-

imposed due to pursuing ethical practices. There are other tangible resources the organization 

needs to address the limitation of impact from projects. The first is limitation on human capital. 

Currently there are only 7 people that work for Equidad, while the organization serves between 

700-900 people per year. As a result, the human capital that does into an organization is easily 

drained. Participant #2 shares how they must be willing to be flexible when it comes to how 

meeting work commitments. This means that because of the intimate size of the staff, and the 

fact the organization provides some emergency services, each employee can be asked to 

contribute more than is technically expected of them. While workers didn’t voice many concerns 

with workloads, since many of the intervention “projects” offered to the community are services, 

the sustainability of worker bandwidth and practice is crucial to being able to maintain reliable 

intervention to the community. There is also a limitation on internal and external communication 

resources. The limitation impedes the proliferation of knowledge about the organization’s 

services to the individuals who may need them in the community. A common theme throughout 

most of the ineffective projects were communication.  

Since most of Equidad’s projects manifest as services or activities offered to the 

community, communication is crucial to any project having reach in the community. The 

organization needs communication intervention to better inform the public not only about 

resources available, but also the impact they are having on the community. Finally, there are still 

a major need for more financial capital. The financial capital is needed to expand the services 

offered to constituents. Although the organization just moved into a bigger facility 6 months 
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before the interview. The growing need for the services and the types of services require larger 

facilities and more supplies that they currently can’t supplement independently. During the 

interview with Participant #5 (facility doctor), they shared that they would often have to borrow 

tools and supplies from other facilities they were connected to. Currently while the organization 

thrives at providing consultation services for HIV prevention. They had the capital they would be 

able to run more test and offer more assistance to the constituents in the moment rather than 

having to direct them to other organizations. The organization is limited to just research, testing 

and consulting on some medical issues like HIV because they don’t have the physical space or 

resources to meet demands.  

The effects of how these resources limitations impact the organization can be best 

illustrated by Participant #2. During their interview, they shared the goal of any project by the 

organization is to empower constituents to be more self-sufficient. The organization always 

wants to help make sure that individuals have a safe strategy from whatever is currently making 

them vulnerable, but also need liquidity with resources to do so. However, when one of these 

resource limitations manifest it impedes how much help they can provide.  

Exhausted Network  

While the presence of a social economy presented the opportunity for an NGO to use 

social capital to circumvent organization limitations. Equidad effective use of social capital 

presented the limitation to the theory. While some organization underutilize, the relationships 

found inside and outside their network. Equidad appears to have almost exhausted their network 

for any new resources. The organization has access to the resources and relationships needed to 

meet the basic demands of their constituents. Equidad doesn’t venture away from their network, 

due to concerns of compromising mission and impact of service quality. However, their current 
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network utilization is cyphering resources not only from the organization’s external network, but 

their workers. Many of the workers report either contributing more than what is required or 

having to borrow resources from within their network to meet the needs of the organization. This 

practice could be seen as unsustainable operation. For instance, in a capitalistic system, where 

natural resources are exploited for the wealth accumulation at the top. The constant extracting of 

resources from the same sources can cause the depletion of the finite resources need from 

sustainable operation. The cause of this network overutilization could be due to issues from past 

project and collaboration experience.  

Multiple participants mentioned uninformed donors as one of the main contributors to 

previous failed or ineffective projects. For example, Participant #2 also cited the collaboration 

with the Global Fund as an ineffective project. During the partnership the Global Fund tried 

imposing pay structures on Equidad that had them assume all the responsibility for the project 

instead of sharing it. The project had less impact because the donor was more concerned with 

cost effectiveness rather than quality of service provided. Participant #4 (board member and 

financial administrator) gave insight to why many interested donors are uniformed. When 

collaborating with new donors, many are focused on the project activities, but don’t realize the 

effort it takes to do the work. While donor attention is primarily focused on activities, they aren’t 

aware of an organization’s HR is the foundation of the project. Organizations, like Equidad, must 

be able to allocate funds that accounts for project planning, but also the human capital it takes to 

execute the projects. As they mentioned, donors have goals that warp outcomes because they 

don’t know what it takes to implement them. The response from participants affirms, why they 

prioritize and utilize the resources made available within their existing network. One of the main 

organizational issues of this exhausted network is the restriction of organizational expansion. In 



Joel  

 
33 

order to expand physical infrastructure and services, more resources are needed from a new 

source. It has been made clear that what is currently available doesn’t meet the growing demands 

of their constituents. Without network expansion, Equidad could limit the scale of impact they 

can have on their community.  

Service Scope   

While Equidad is considered to be leaders in the country for many of their services. Their 

hyper specialization appears to have limited which constituents benefit from their services. 

Initially, Equidad serves the LGBT population in Quito. However, many Ecuadorian LGBT 

individuals who may need their service can’t access them. While it would be hard to provide 

service to the entire country under present resource restraints, Participants #1 and #3, mentioned 

the specific need for Equidad’s intervention in surrounding areas, specially near the border. But 

since those areas are outside of the physical scope of the organization, they don’t have access 

Equidad who is the organization uniquely, and sometime exclusively, equipped to support them. 

Additionally, beyond physical scope, the organizations attention to providing services within 

their capacities potentially isolates some constituents in need. If a constituent comes to Equidad 

for help and its outside of their focus, they are referred to other organizations who might be able 

to better serve them. However, this impacts how effective some of their services are. Participant 

# 3 shares that while Equidad helps as many as comes through the door, sometimes some 

constituents often need multiples forms of support. However, when the individual or issues are 

not an exact profile match with the organization, they run the risk of being left out. When 

offering services to vulnerable populations, constituent accountability is a big issue. While 

organizations, like Equidad, may be able to offer assistance, it requires some active participation 

from the constituents. Typically, while many development actors struggle to get voluntary 
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participation in intervention projects, Equidad uses it as the foundation to foster a relationship 

with the constituents. However, if a potential constituent arrives at Equidad, but does have a 

strong profile match, they risk not receiving assistance at all. Especially, if they must be referred 

to or seek out another organization to offer them assistance Due to Equidad’s role as a 

community leader, there are some implicit expectations placed on them by the community to 

service most of their needs, and not just ones within the scope of their work.  

How does technology influence the work you do?  

In terms of service delivery, technology was a major theme presented in the worker 

interviews. There were both benefits and limitations to their technological capacities. Initially, 

the pandemic offered Equidad the opportunity to translate and expand their service on virtual 

platforms. One of their main communication platforms are the social media apps, Facebook and 

WhatsApp. The use these platforms to accomplish key functions.  

First, social media campaigns. Since Equidad is constantly engaging the community 

through their intervention activities, social media helps to make constituents aware about 

resources are being brought to them. Additionally, before using these platforms, the organization 

reported difficulty being able to track constituents after they have received services. These social 

media platforms allow them to maintain the relationship they cultivate with constituents and 

expand their network. With an established communication platform with constituents and the 

public, Equidad has been able to optimize knowledge usage and sharing with their community 

While the organization has been able to leverage technology, many participants reported how 

many constituents have limited access to technology (smartphones, computers, Wi-Fi). But 

social media has allowed constituents to access Equidad retroactively as they can. For 

constituents with greater access to technology, they can access parts of Equidad service’s that 
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were often acquired exclusively in person. As participant #6 explains, when the pandemic began 

many of the constituents were unable to utilize a lot of the medical services that rely on Equidad 

for. With the use of WhatsApp, they were able to schedule virtual appointments and encourage 

new constituents to use this service. Beyond service extension, technology has been effectively 

used by the organization to share knowledge internally and externally. Equidad has created 

shared folders on Dropbox with some of the local partnerships. As more research is conducted 

the files are updated and shared within their network.  

Discussion 

While some of the findings affirm pre-existing knowledge about NGO limitation and 

effective knowledge management. There are some consistency and variations in a few themes 

from the data. One of the main discoveries of this research was the importance of relationship 

cultivation with a given network.  

Study Limitations  

There were a few limitations during data collection that could impact the analysis. First, 

the study would benefit from a larger organization data sample for comparing the results from 

this study. While an interview with a project manager from another local organization. It would 

have been nice to compare experiences amongst workers with similar positions. Another 

limitation of this study was the inability to interview Equidad’s constituents. While the 

organization reports positive results and relationships with beneficiaries, it would have been nice 

to validate their results directly with constituents. As with any study that engages with 

participants who speak a foreign language, exact translation and interpretation may differ from 

each study participant. Since this is a qualitative study the most accurate representation of 

research participants experience is crucial to reflective data.  
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Cultural Differences 

The presence of a social economy within an NGOs knowledge management system 

revealed main benefits and drawbacks. As identified with Equidad, when an organization takes 

time to cultivate relationships with other institutions who serve the same population or 

constituent base. There is an opportunity to establish a social currency that allows for the 

exchange of resources. This exchange within a social economy offers resources to be circulated 

within a given network, without exclusively relying on capital from outside of a local network. 

When the resources are shared within its own community, it allows active participation in its 

allocation that can be sustainable. The introduction of stakeholders outside of a local network, 

opens an organization up to being influenced to cultural practices that does reflect the local 

community. Additionally, a social economy allows for other form of capital to take precedent 

over just financial capital. When Equidad engages with the community during their service 

activities, the cultivation of a relationship with constituents or organizations, offers immediate 

social capital that can be used to share knowledge. The information that is shared with potential 

constituents about resources available is already impacting the beneficiary before a project even 

begins. As NGOs in social economies engage with their community, their organization practice 

reflects how the constituents interact with their own community, using a relationship as the 

foundation to access resources. While the presence of a social economy provides many benefits, 

there are some drawbacks. Initially, the strong ties the organization has with its identity and 

constituents could hinder objectivity when measuring success. Since Equidad was founded by 

individuals who share the same community as constituents, they are recycling perspectives on 

how work should be done. If the constituents and other members of the same community are the 

only ones informing how projects should be executed, it could impede the expansion of reach 
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and impact. This was seen in the interview with P articipant #6, a non-LGBT member, who was 

able to expand how constituents viewed what allyship meant. It was in the presence of non-

LGBT members, Participant # 3 and #6, that helped Equidad address a stigma the organization 

has been attempting to solve with a new method. Organizations should be mindful of the ways 

strong ties can inhibit the organization perspective on methodology and structure.  

Identity Politics 

 An organization’s identity plays a significant role in how effective they are and how they 

connect with their constituents. For Equidad, as a human rights organization focused on 

LGBTQI people, it allows for the shared experience in identity politics of their environment. 

Since the organization’s identity matches constituents, as the organization makes decisions, they 

often make decisions that uphold the interest of their constituents. The presence of a unique 

identity, like LGBTQI, creates identification and personification of the organization as a person. 

As an organization assumes an identity it impacts the way in which they can navigate their 

surrounding environment. Since the organization navigates as most with the shared identity 

would, it allows for social capital of the individual to be used in a similar way by the 

organization. Equidad was able to create some relationship with other institutions because of 

their identity. Much like a constituent gets immediate access to resources because of their 

identity, it can be extrapolated to organizations situated within a local economy. It can enable 

what services are offered, because they are tailored for those who share the identity which can 

make service more impactful. However, the identity could also lead to, as seen in the data, the 

isolation of a vulnerable individual who may be in need but does not share the same identity as 

the organization.  Identity can be the beacon by which constituents can identify which 

institutions could best represent their interests.   
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Impacts of Epistemology 

An interesting fact about the origins of Equidad is that it was founded by local LGBT 

individuals, who remain involved with the organization. When the organization first started, it 

primarily focused on HIV prevention. But as the organization integrated into the community, 

they expanded their services in accordance with what the population need was at the time. 

Equidad’s direct engagement with their beneficiaries informed the service strategy for the 

organization, resulting them growing with its constituents. Since most workers at Equidad are 

LGBT individuals, they always share and represent some of their constituent’s interests. While 

many NGOs struggle to evade the influence of the funders or stakeholders that found the 

organization. Theoretically, Equidad’s intended beneficiaries are also the same people who 

created the organization. One of the founders of the organization (participant #4), currently sits 

on the board, and still works as the financial administrator. At every level of the organization, the 

perspective and input of the beneficiary informs the organizations approach to service.  

Development Project vs Development Activities  

At the beginning of this study, it was revealed that there is a discrepancy in what actually 

makes a project ineffective and who benefits. During data collection, a significant discovery was 

made. While most of the literature focus on how effective NGO projects are, little attention is 

given to NGO activities as an alternative form of development. While a rhetorical difference, it 

more accurately measures the impact of NGOs within their local community. For Equidad, the 

vast majority of the intervention offered is in the form of their activities in the community. The 

organization is always attending local community events where they engage with new potential 

constituents, while also fostering established relationships. Their activities are more reflective of 

how they support the community, because they are constantly participating in their constituent’s 
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environment. Equidad uses these engagement activities to share knowledge and resources with 

those who might need them. Most often when Equidad is participating in any intervention 

project, it is a collaborative process that involves other local organizations and resources. The 

cultivation of any specific project is to intervene on a crisis impacting a community, and not just 

one particular constituent. There are many benefits to resource sharing with project development. 

It allows for responsibilities and resources to be equitably allocated amongst participating 

organization. Additionally, since participating organizations are directing resources toward one 

issue, it allows the specialization of each organization to be best utilized to address the issue. The 

prevailing emphasis placed on NGOs to focus on projects, illuminates the importance of 

epistemology. From project implementation to measurement, NGOs are forced to adopt 

approaches to intervention which puts undue pressure on one organization. Many NGOs rely on 

funding from projects to sustain operation. However, this immediately puts limitations on the 

NGO. Initially, while NGOs prioritize project implementation, most still maintain a certain level 

of intervention activity in their community. So, while project funding covers the cost of 

implementation, it doesn’t account for organization operation apart from the project. This is 

juxtaposed with NGO activities, which if properly funded could provide an organization with the 

resources to provide service that can make smaller but more impactful results for constituents. 

One of the major limitations on NGO project effectiveness is the lack of long-term impacts, the 

priority with most projects is what can be measured immediately. Which is more indicative of a 

for-profit structure than an NGO, because some issues have longer lasting effects on 

constituents, and a one-time intervention project may not adequately provide solvency that 

empowers individuals. 
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Conclusion  

For many local NGOs, their importance and impact on their community cannot be 

understated. Many constituents rely on them to support them in maintaining their quality life. 

How effective an NGO is with delivering their service, could literally mean life or death for 

some. Which is why this analysis wanted to understand what the major limitations on 

effectiveness are. The study revealed that many of the limitations placed on NGOs are connected 

to the influence of the organization and sector’s epistemology. Currently, there is still more 

research needed to be done to understand how NGO’s epistemology influences the cultivation of 

an organization operational framework that might take them away from their specializations and 

force them to adapt their practices to interests that don’t actually involve beneficiaries. 

Knowledge management proved to not only be a way of understanding the effects of 

epistemology, but also provided the vehicle to see how an organization can best use intangible 

resources to circumvent the need to seek out stakeholders who don’t prioritize beneficiaries. The 

major components within knowledge management allows an organization to more accurately 

manage how resources are being used, especially the relationships within their network. Since 

NGOs on the frontline resist capitalist development, they need alternative relief that maintains 

their autonomy and preserves agency as these NGOs offer their specialization in the best way 

they know how.  Instead of letting financial capital guide community development, there should 

be a push to empower the organizations who stand to put constituents at the center of 

intervention.  
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