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Preface

The content for this eBook began as a transcription of a live webinar. The Three
Biggest Mistakes was held in 2013 with participating NGOs in the US, Africa, South
America and Europe. The notes have since been transcribed, edited and augmented.!
The NGO Academy provides eLearning courses and hosts live webinars for those
interested in learning more about the UN, and how NGOs and Civil Society can engage
more effectively in global conversations and participate in policy development. !
The focus of the Academy is on how to interface with decision-makers at the UN in
order to influence international discussion, policy and actions utilizing sound theory,
innovative ideas, proven practices and personal passion!!
You can visit the Academy at www.NGO-Academy.org
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Making Your NGO’s Advocacy Powerful!

Introduction

!
What We Will Cover
In the coming pages we will dive right into the Three Biggest Mistakes that NGO
representatives make when they go to the United Nations and I will give you specific
steps you can take to fix them. !
These three mistakes are all understandable, especially for those new to the UN. But
what has been rather disappointing to me, however, is that I have discovered that
interns, volunteers and staff new to the United Nations are not the only ones who make
these mistakes, and it is saddening to see the best intentions, energy and hours, weeks
and years of human endeavor being wasted.!
What has surprised me the most In my experience over the years, is that these same
mistakes are just as likely to be found being made in larger organizations. Furthermore,
today’s top organizational development consultants warn NGO executives to keep an
eye on the first mistake, especially as they get more successful. For very natural
reasons, it can become pervasive throughout the organization, becoming a major
reason why the NGO loses its edge and no longer performs as they could. !
The point here is that these mistakes are common. What is uncommon and is what sets
vibrant organizations and teams apart from the ordinary, are specific things they do…
things that fix these problems. !
What I want you to get from this discussion is a clearer understanding of what you need
to be doing and what will fix these mistakes. That’s what this is all about: giving you
three strategic points to focus on and specific steps you can take to make a substantive
difference. !
In the last seventeen years I have spent around the United Nations, I have seen and
heard from many individuals and organizations how serious they were about their cause
and about making a difference in the lives of those they serve. However, too many time
I have seen those same people, years later, looking older, wiser but still doing much the
same things as they were years before: taking the same type of photos, repeating the
same kind of events without having made a dent in global dynamics, adding anything to
agendas or shaping policies of any kind. True, they do have more photos; more
business cards and they may even be a familiar face in the corridors. !
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But to make an impact at something as complex and pivotal as the United Nations, you
have to move past the exploration and discovery phases of relationships to building
dynamic working relationships with those active in the areas of concern that are your
organization’s. You need to have put in significant effort addressing each of the three
critical areas I will be covering. !
In the coming time together, I will go over some counter-intuitive ideas as well as more
typical, relevant information that together will enhance your perspective and capacity to
impact the people you engage at the UN. !
What I will go over here will increase your ability to understand both the why and how of
forging relationships that count, and in a manner that can make a massive difference to
your international advocacy. !
I will move pretty fast through a lot of material, however, sadly I will not be able to get
you completely up to speed in this one short training! Unfortunately it does require a
little more investment than that. But, at the end of this, I think you will discover that what
we do cover together will help you start to see your way forward quite differently.!
Then, if you do make a strong effort to position your advocacy efforts as I outline it in the
coming segment, your efforts at the UN will never be the same again. Everything you do
from here on in can change as a result of this first “big idea.” !
When this happens, then the time we spend together will be worth... well, frankly, it will
be hard to put a dollar amount on it! So let’s get started.!

Why The Webinar?
First I want to take a couple of minutes to look at why I did the webinar that started the
evolution of this book. I want to begin with a bit of history so that you know a little about
who I am and at the same time get a better picture of why. !
My name is Dr. Karen Judd Smith and I got my start with international NGOs at the UN
early in 1997. At that time I was working with an international women’s NGO here in
New York and we were applying for consultative status with the Economic and Social
Council. !
Wanting to have the best chance at getting consultative status, we started by figuring
out who was actually going to give us that status. What the process of the Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) was for vetting NGOs became important to us. For me,
who had studied physics, philosophy, theology and navigation (I had spent so much

Page 2

Making Your NGO’s Advocacy Powerful

time at sea that I got a US Coast Guard Captains license) so you can see, I was not
your typical international studies student or politico. So for me, I had to begin at the
beginning learning what the UN was, how it was structured and on and on.!
Because we were new at all this, we started by finding out that the Member States were
that were on the NGO committee of ECOSOC. It just made sense to make a courtesy
call on as many of them as we could, and in particular, the countries where some of our
members were active. We wanted the diplomats to recognize us when our information
came up so that the organization had a face or two and so that they were specifically
aware of the schools, health clinics and training that we were providing in their
countries. !
Since that time, I have worked with a number of international NGOs; I have worked with
Ambassadors, diplomats, UN staff, and teams of volunteers as well as NGO colleagues.
For some projects I worked on, I formed working groups of diplomats. Plus I have
trained interns and volunteers. For some of these, their enthusiasm far outweighed their
ability to speak any of the six UN languages. But still I still found ways to enable them to
make a significant contribution to the current strategies of the organization at the time. !
One of the projects I led the UN outreach for had as its objective, the passage of a
General Assembly resolution. One of the follow-on benefits of that resolution was that it
led to a number of other resolutions including one that called for a special high-level
session of the General Assembly. !
My point of referring to this here is simple. Had my team not been there or been as
effective as we were, the General Assembly resolution A/Res/59/23 would never have
happened. Nor would the ensuing resolution A/RES/60/10 and a number of others. !
So I know the work that NGOs do, can influence and impact global discussions and the
agenda of the United Nations.!
Do I know everything about the UN? Far from it! And I have not accomplished what
many others have at the United Nations. But what I am speaking about here is
grounded in experience. This doesn’t just come from research and academic study.
Though of course, I have done my fair share of that too!!
I have done courses at Columbia University and the UN Institute of Training and
Research (UNITAR). I read, speak, teach, watch, listen and learn on the job. I’ve helped
draft and present civil society statements as well as statements for my organizations. I
have made interventions, such as in my capacity as Chair of the Alliance of NGOs on
Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice, during thematic debates of the General
Assembly on Drugs and Crime as well as other high level segments, and much more.!
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I attribute so much of my getting to this point to my connections with people along the
way. To those from whom I could learn. It was as simple (if not easy) as making friends
and taking care of people. !
Through a variety of people and situations, I learned different ways of getting things
done. And I want to be able to help you, if only a little, in some of the same way. So I am
endeavoring to make some of what I have learned available to you through these
various mediums of eBooks, eLearning and so on.!
Now not every NGO active at the United Nations wants to influence the UN’s agenda or
policy outcomes, but those who do will find the resources of the NGO Academy useful.
Even those with a strong academic understanding of international organizations and
political affairs will find that there are elements of the Academy’s training that go beyond
structural information and, for want of a better way of putting it, can learn more elements
involved in the art of NGO diplomacy and the craft of influence.!
Now I know that not everyone reads, researches or “inhales” book, classes, and
programs like I do. Still, I have good reason to believe that this look at the “3 Biggest
Mistakes” will be useful to NGOs anywhere if they are seeking to impact society in any
way. !

What This Training Is and What It Is Not
Today’s session is full of information. And it go over strategies and tactics that I have
used and learned during my 17+ years being active at the United Nations. It has some
academic components, but it is mostly practical and highly useful advice that, in the
end, is really as effective as you make it. !
Now I can’t promise that every NGO or NGO representative will succeed in getting their
NGO’s agenda onto the General Assembly’s (GA’s) agenda, or onto ECOSOC’s. Or to
successfully formulate your hoped for changes in policy into a UN resolution, but it is
possible. !
But if as a result of our time together, you go about your outreach and advocacy
differently than what you have done in the past, then you will have reaped durable
benefit from your investment. And putting it simply, that will make me happy too! !
I love training people and have helped many volunteers and interns over the years. At
one stage I was asked to train a group of 85. Now that was fun! They had come from all
over the world and taking people from having almost starry-eyed visions of the United
Nations to being able to do things in a practical way at the UN is something that I have
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done. I love watching people learn more about the UN, and I love watching the impact
they can have on this unique global community.!

Why Are You Here?
So, why are you here? Perhaps some are just curious. Some of you may have had an
experience with advocacy in your own nations and have dipped your toe into the UN
environment and begun to see just how much there really is to be learned. Perhaps you
have so much information in your head now, you just want to get some specific action
steps to follow. !
Some of you may have been to the United Nations and international meetings, and
realized that you are virtually a soul lost at sea or you find yourself, as one of you said,
“In this enormous bureaucratic process, that just seems almost like a waste of time” and
you are trying to figure out if it still makes sense to put the human and financial
resources into a UN office for your NGO.!
Perhaps some of you have enormous academic knowledge of the UN and are now
wanting to know more about how to walk the corridors, work with diplomats and be
active in making a difference in the policies. !
I don’t know any of your situations and as much as I like to be “nice and kind,” what I do
want to do is to help some of you at least, to shift from a comfortable place of curiosity
to the more exciting stage of taking action. I want to give you some actions to take today
that will benefit you and your organization.!
I do want you to take notes as we go on through this training but more important, I want
you to write down action points, some “takeaways.” So on a piece of paper, put a line
right down the center of it and on the left hand side, I want you to take your notes and
on the right hand side, I want you to put your action steps. It only has to be one or two
or perhaps three steps at the most, because above all else, I want to you TAKE
ACTION. That is where the magic happens. When you take action. That’s when you
make the difference happen.!

!
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Chapter 1: The Pivotal Question
If you are in the business of influence and change leadership, then it’s definitely worth
your while to look more closely at this one pivotal idea that can turn everything you do
upside down. Now this may not sound new, it is nevertheless an idea that the minority of
NGOs put into practice. That means that I am about to clarify for you, both a challenge
and an opportunity!!
Then, when you DO take action around this pivotal idea, and shape your NGO’s
platform around it, your effectiveness will skyrocket.!
To help you create this platform (a launch pad for your organization, so to speak), I have
formulated a very simple but pivotal question. This question is one that you need to sit
with and do some analysis of how your own altruistic motivations are being formulated
and communicated. And you would do well to also spend some time discussing it with
your advocacy team. !

Giver or Getter?
The question is this: Am I (are we) going to the UN as a giver or a getter? !
In the course of this eBook I am going to unpack this question so you can better
understand the implications and uses of it. While I am not going to specifically address
ethical issues, but I am certain you will see this is a highly ethical approach. So my main
focus will include considerations of human behavior, organizational change, what works
and what I have found to work for me.!
At the heart of advocacy, is the desire to effect change and be a change leader. And
central to discussing effective advocacy is how people do change. So to get us started, I
want to cut straight to the chase and note that while people can and do change, they
don’t change primarily because of logic and reason. Sure, logic and reason have a role,
a profound role. However, the trigger for change is almost always emotional. Or as John
P. Kotter, the Harvard professor and long-time change leadership expert notes in his
best selling book “The Heart of Change” that “The central challenge… is changing
people’s behavior…(and) Changing behavior is less a matter of giving people analysis
to influence their thought than helping them to see a truth to influence their feelings.”i!
Now I am not saying that your NGO’s projects, programs and policy agenda’s don’t
need to have a solid rational and empirically sound basis, because they do. I am taking
that as a given. What I am just saying, however, is that there is a big “and also” in all
this.!
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What I want to make very clear is that evidence-based proof of excellence of your
organization’s work and other details about what your NGO has done and is doing,
while necessary in the advocacy realms, is not sufficient. Getting those glossy
presentations of your fine work is not the real key to your success.!
To get key policy shapers on board and helping you effect the kind of policy changes
you want is a whole piece of work often overlooked by NGOs. When you do factor this
into your schedule, and put in the work that is necessary to do this part of your job, well,
that’s when you will make a massive difference in your outreach.!
So back to the question that will help provide you with a practical way forward, that will
help you determine what specific things you need to do to position your organization
and your efforts for success at the UN: Are you positioning yourself/NGO as a giver or a
getter?!
As we go in depth into context in Chapter 2, the value of this will become much more
clear. You will better see why positioning yourself as a giver rather than a getter will
boost your efforts significantly.!
Now let’s dig in a little deeper as to why this will help your advocacy be more effective in
the international intergovernmental environment of the United Nations.!

Thinking It Through, Mapping It Out
If human beings only made decisions based on reason, then we would not have to be
concerned with the emotional components of life. You could engage them as necessary,
simply as the means to the most rational ends. But the reality is, as any advertiser and
marketer successful in the craft of influence will tell you, people tend to make emotional
decisions that they then rationalize. !
So yes, people do need to have good reasons to back up their decisions. But the point
here is that in advocacy, you also need to be paying attention to the emotional
components of decision-making, and of course, to do so without being manipulative or
deceitful.!
What I want you to do now is to stop and think for a moment and take an ”emotional
inventory.” The idea behind the inventory is to give yourself a more accurate sense of
what emotional components you might be bringing into your relationship with any of
your advocacy prospects.!
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Because advocacy is all about next steps and engagement, I want you to look at the
emotional component in terms of what I call “relational valence.” That is, the property of
emotions that accompany certain thoughts and ideas that make them either attractive or
unattractive to the person you are approaching. Don’t worry, the steps are really quite
simple and this will become clear in the doing.!
First, write down in one column, the main thoughts that might run through your head as
you prepare your materials and talking points for your meeting with your prospect. Write
down the things that you want to say to them, that you want them to understand, hope
to give them and what you want to achieve in that time. !
I would prefer if possible, for you to complete this step before going any further or even
listening to what I want you to do next. This is intended to give you an emotional impact
baseline.!
OK, so if you have completed the first part of this exercise, here’s what I want you to do
now.!
Next, I want you to assign to each of those points you listed, a number between -3 and
+3 where +3 would seem to be highly desirable and of great interest to your prospect,
and -3 is quite distasteful to them. There could be cultural reasons, issue reason, for
example, the issue that is your expertise may be of little interest to the person you made
the appointment to see, so it is just not a good fit. !
Just be as honest and thoughtful as you can in assessing each talking point from their
point of view. And if the point is of little to no relevance to them and is unlikely to have a
positive or negative emotional impact of any kind, then give it a zero.!
Again, what I’m having you do here is to assess the emotional impact that each talking
point might have on your prospect. !
Now, add them all up. Your chances of bonding well with this prospect on your currently
stated goals are as simple your resultant addition. If your total was zero or negative,
then your chances of making progress with this prospect are well, pretty small. If your
total, however, is positive, then you have started off really well.!
You must already have formulated your message and desired outcomes of the meeting
so that the prospective person can see AND feel that your organization will clearly be a
low-maintenance, high-return asset. In fact, they would leave that meeting feeling that
your NGO will really help them out, possibly even reducing some of their workload. After
all, you so wisely showed them how your organization’s contribution is able to save
them time and effort.!
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Music to Their Ears
To an over-worked person, discovering a resource with people attached (your NGO?)
well that is music to their ears! But coming into a meeting with the Ambassador not
having thought that element through and instead leaving that piece of the work up to
him/her, and hoping that you will leave that meeting one step closer to being in a
working relationship is just fanciful thinking. !
Think about it for a moment. If it takes you, say an hour to figure out how beneficial your
specific program of work would be to them, how long do you think it would take them to
figure that out? They are nowhere near as clear as you are about what outcomes you
can help them accomplish. And if you haven’t made that abundantly, concisely,
attractively, truthfully clear, I assure you, they are not going to sit around trying to figure
out for themselves. You have to make that case.!
Why am I making this point? While all NGOs exist to achieve specific outcomes, their
leaders, managers and representatives often lack the ability to organize, assess and
communicate in outcomes terms. This is to the detriment of their own work and to their
efforts to communicate and persuade potential collaborators. !
This topic of “outcome frameworks” or as others might put it “solutions focused problem
solving” is a whole subject of its own well worth your study, but it’s not our focus here. !
The issue here is mindset and two very different ways we can approach the same work.
I playfully think about these two approaches like parallel worlds that co-exist with no
direct route from one to the other, but like electrons shifting from a lower excitation level
to a higher one, there is no “in between.” But I digress a little.!
The relevant piece of this picture that I want you to consider relates to you making a
shift in how you talk about your organization. I want you to use your expert knowledge
of your organization to explain it in terms of what it can accomplish and how those
outcomes can benefit the person you are addressing. As simple as that sounds, for 95%
of people, it takes some training and careful thinking and writing to get this down.!
To explain your organization’s work in terms of how it can benefit your prospective
colleague, you have to have some idea of what makes them tick. You have to know their
priorities, their mandates and the pressing issues they are engaging and how they are
currently approaching it. In other words, you have to know and awful lot about “them” in
order make your organization appealing to them!!
Explaining all about your organization, the details of the challenges your organization
faces, who created the problems, what services you provide and so on, is all about what
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you do. That may well be what you are doing. However, if you are trying to persuade
someone of the value of your work, well, that will require something a little different. !
Reporting your activities, the processes you use, the how, when and where of your
organization are not persuasive per se. When you articulate your work in terms of
desired outcomes and as problems solved, you will be far more interesting to them,
especially if you can show that your organization solves problems they have or are
championing. That way they know you are bringing them something they want. You are
not primarily coming to get something from them.!
I think you must be getting the picture by now. In the next section on Context, I hope to
make that even more apparent in ways that will be useful for you going forward. It will
give you ideas what to look for, what to research and why. It will give you a way to
connect the internal components and strengths of your organization’s work that you
know so well, to the external realities of the challenging environment you have chosen
to impact—the United Nations.!
The basic message here is that you will be better positioned to develop a working
relationship with someone when you are seen as desirable, as a resource they could
benefit from, and as one who is there to provide that to them: a giver. !
To do this, you need to take some time to get the lay of the land, to feel the pulse of the
community you are stepping into and to get to know their concerns and needs. When
you are solely focused on your own NGOs strengths and abilities, how much it can do
with how little, its agenda, its urgencies, and priorities, you will be unaware of the
currents, trends and key individuals who are critical to the decisions you are seeking to
impact. Caught up in your own world, you will do little to impact the thinking of
courteous, wary, worldly diplomats.!

Different Strategies. Different Outcomes
Don’t get me wrong. Go getters can absolutely make an impact. They “take the bull by
the horns and wrestle it to the ground.” They grab the news, confront leadership,
expose dirty laundry and disrupt the status quo. And there are times and places for this
kind of work and approach. Usually, however, this doesn’t work so well for NGOs
working within the UN system where vital, working alliances are needed to get things
done. !
So while this is a valid strategy, NGOs in consultative status with the UN’s Economic
and Social Council (ECOSOC) or in association with the UN’s Department of Public
Information (DPI) will see their effectiveness stall when they use this strategy or adopt it
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by default. Their urgent work will be reduced to “shuffling deck chairs on the Titanic” if
they are unable to make working relationships, create buy-in and find ways to work
genuinely with the key players and decision-makers at the United Nations. !

What NGOs Can Get At UNHQ & What They Cannot
Because I will go more in depth a little later about the nuts and bolts of what it means to
be in consultative status and/or in association with DPI, and the benefits of access to
NGOs, here I want to briefly address two other benefits some may be seeking. First,
legitimacy and secondly, funding. !

Legitimacy
The process of being acknowledged by ECOSOC’s intergovernmental NGO Committee
or approved by DPI results in your organization being legitimized by the UN. This is a
rather important point for you to understand—the main currency of the UN is legitimacy.!
Think about it for a moment. What happens when one of the Member States goes
against the majority opinion of the General Assembly, or ends up as part of a
conversation behind closed doors in the Security Council? That nation’s actions being
discussed are put in question. The very fact that the UN is questioning their actions
tends to de-legitimize them. !
It’s similar for NGOs. When an NGO gets ECOSOC status or is accepted to be in
association with DPI, they get a seal of approval, a form of legitimacy that is globally
recognized. !
That approval is emotionally satisfying and public proof of the contribution the NGO is
making to society. This is valuable and sought after by many.!

Funding
Now many NGOs go another step in their quest for benefit from the UN. They look
hopefully at it as a funding source. Hearing of all the programs, they head to the UN in
hope they might get an in, an edge that will get them a piece of that pie. But most
eventually discover that the role of NGOs in consultative status with ECOSOC or in
association with DPI is not to get funds from the UN, but rather to help the UN! And that
is going to require a budget. A budget that is not funded in any way, shape or form by
the UN.!
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When you walk in the door of UN headquarters,
there is no funding office for you to head toward.
No one there is going to provide any NGO with
funding. Any funding that takes place in the UN
system is primarily done out in the field through
UNDP and other UN agencies. UN headquarters
is for shaping the global discussion. UNHQ is itself
desperately trying to raise funds for its own
existence and functioning. !
So if you are going after funding for your
organization, UNHQ is not the place to spend your
time. If you are harboring these hopes, you are
going to be disappointed. If getting funding is your
main reason for coming to UNHQ, I highly
recommend that you think again because coming
to UNHQ will do quite the opposite: it will be a
monetary expense. !
Of course that expense can be well worth it if you if your main agenda is to impact
policy and be a vital participant in the global marketplace of ideas. But it won’t help you
bring any more dollars in the door, at least not directly.!

Intangible Benefits
Now of course there are many intangible benefits that NGOs get from their association
with the UN. NGOs get access they didn’t have before, and new opportunities to
network and engage. The benefits are better understood and utilized when the NGO
representatives are well versed in the actual nature, structure and work of the UN. !
When NGOs start to realize the real scope of work required to make best use of their
ECOSOC or DPI status, many take a step back because they realize they do not have
the organizational funds nor will to function at these levels. They accept that their new
status is more of a way for them to network and better understand global issues. !
As they invest time, money and human capital in learning about the reality of the UN,
they are better positioned to determine how they can contribute at this level. And in
time, most become more active at UNHQ. But not all.!
What I am trying to do here is to save you time and money. Do take a careful look at
your assumptions and some of the unspoken goals that you may have. !
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If you are ready for your organization to be more actively engaged as an innovative
expert in your field, then you need to position all your communications so that you can
be seen as just that. You need to do the work and make the preparations and as
standing ready to all the diplomats and the UN specialists do their jobs better, faster,
and more effectively. !
The main point all this is
returning to is that, it’s all about
them. In your message and
outreach, it can’t be all about
you and how great your
organization is. Please do check
your message. Listen with a
diplomat’s ears at what you are
saying. Engage as a real partner
in the work before the UN and
bring your resources to the table,
remembering that it is the
Member States that are at the
table, and you are there to find
ways to provide them with the
information, insights and
capacity to represent your
agenda powerfully! !

Start With The Way It Is—
The Good, The Bad & The
Ugly
So yes, the UN is a large
bureaucratic structure that is
also a complex, multi-lateral
political environment. It is where representatives of governments gather to talk,
negotiate, and further their nation’s interests. The NGO voice, no matter how important,
no matter how valid, no matter how needed, is largely a whisper in the midst of countryto-country negotiations. Understanding this is critical to developing strategies that will
get you heard and heeded. Demanding to be heard will have little effect. So don’t bother
with exhausting yourself trying to shout. Be wise, don’t be indignant. Find alternatives,
because they are there.!
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Understand your position in this, not so that you give up, surrender or feel hopeless.
Rather, when you do understand the way the UN works, then you are beginning to get
somewhere and you won’t be wasting weeks, months or even years barking up the
wrong tree and wondering if it has all been one big waste of time.!
That is why this “big idea” is so important. Because it is all about how you make your
preparations, how you position your organization, your materials, your letters… in fact
everything you do in your outreach and advocacy at the United Nations! !
!

Working With “Them”
Now let’s come back to what it is that you CAN do, what it is that you are endeavoring to
do. And that is, to get you ready to work with Member States and UN specialists. !
Of course you can’t work with all of them. That would take a massive team and an
enormous budget for which there is no need. !
Instead, it will be up to you to find out which of the missions, and even more specifically,
which diplomats or staff within the mission, agency or department that are concerned
with your issue or geographic sphere who could benefit from your contribution. !
This may be a little bit of a fishing expedition, because it’s not always clear or easily
discoverable on Google! And in reality, there is no master resource for “who is best” for
a particular issue. There are simply trails that you can follow, and resources that can
help.!
But for today’s training, I want to introduce you to ways of thinking and acting that can
make the biggest difference in your advocacy and outreach, and in the shortest possible
time. And this one idea of positioning yourself as a problem solver of their problems will
make a huge difference for all of the outreach you do.!
Now being able to do this well in the intergovernmental, multilateral environment of the
United Nations is no small feat. As noted, the UN is a huge bureaucratic organization.
That’s one of the reasons I put together the “Mindset Module” for you. It is available free
online at www.NGO-Academy.org. You can sign up for it and watch it in the Members
Area.!
The 3 video tutorials take you step-by-step to getting inside the head of the people you
want to focus on. It shows you specific things you can do to position yourself so
diplomats will take you seriously. !
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So now that we gone over what this major attitudinal shift from “getter to giver” will do
for you, in the next chapter we will start looking at one of the three areas of work that
will help you make that shift and get yourself ready to work far more effectively in the
UN environment.!

Chapter 2: Context
Now we’re going to look at the three biggest mistakes that are made, and I will deal with
each of these by providing good doses of knowledge, information and perspective, the
lack of which causes the problems. !
I refer to the areas of knowledge as your NGO’s “CPU,” and what we are doing here is
providing you with an upgrade! !
Now I know that a very high priority for NGOs is to use your time well both because you
have limited resources and because you feel the urgency of your work for the sake of
those you serve. So of course, I want you to be as effective as possible, and to be so,
as fast as possible.!
So lets get started looking at the first of these three elements: Context. Then in chapters
3 and 4 we will look at the P for packaging your message, and U for understanding the
processes you will find yourself in the midst of in your work. !
All three are interrelated and together impact your effectiveness. Now let’s get started! !

!
Upgrading Your NGO’s CPU
!
First I’m going to go over a number of the
important aspects of context. By doing so,
you will get a better understanding of the
lay of the UN terrain and not waste your
time hitting your head on a brick wall and
wondering why you are getting sore head!!
I’m going to remind you of the nature of
the United Nations and the implications of
this for NGOs. Then I’m going to go into a
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bit about setting agendas, and fast-tracking issues. I’ll look over ECOSOC status and

what it allows you to do. And then I am going to look at being in association with DPI,
what that means, and how it differs from status with ECOSOC. !
Plus we’ll look at the changing tide of NGOs at the UN and touch on how that is
affecting participation and attitudes. I’ll also briefly mention intergovernmental
organizations or IGOs and what they might mean for your work.!
When you look at pictures of the UN, we quickly see large halls with diplomats seated
behind the names of their countries. They are august pictures, representing the
endeavor of humanity to take care of its people, to solve differences and to create a
healthier future for all. The ideal of the UN speaks to the ideals of humanity. !
Looking more carefully at these pictures, we have to remember that no matter how
different we would like it to be, the UN is the meeting place for representatives of
governments. !
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When NGO comes to the United Nations, we are usually coming from a perspective of
service to people who are not being completely or properly cared for by those same
governments. And the reasons this might be so range from the lack of capacity to care
for people to intentional harm. !
That said, representatives of NGOs are coming knowing what we offer, knowing the
desperation of the people and often with a strong sense of indignation that these people
are still so disempowered, mistreated and in desperate circumstances. !
Many times, the desperation of the
people of those we represent is what
fills our minds and hearts. We are
usually very aware of our own
organization’s structure and perhaps
the excitement our own first
experiences at the United Nations. But
whatever the exact details, we come
with an NGO’s mindset and not that of
a diplomat. Nor do we have the
responsibilities of diplomats. And
naturally so! !
So when we step onto the UN
grounds, even though the UN is for us
as “We the people...,” in our capacity
as an NGO representative we are a
guest, given special treatment so that
we can come in and participate in a
limited manner because are not the
real members of the UN. We are not
Member States. !
We also have to remember that the
UN is a meeting place of countries
and at best we go there as
representatives of our organizations. We do not go there in our individual capacity. In
that sense, we need to put on our own “diplomatic hats” to represent our organization
well. !
As for the diplomats, their role as they step into the UN or drive around NY in their
diplomatic vehicles is as representatives of their country. Their purpose for being there
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is to represent, to negotiate and satisfy their country’s interests as per their Capitol’s
instructions and as they pertain to specific multi-lateral relations. !
The United Nations is not the only intergovernmental organizationii. There are in fact
many. But the United
Nations remains the
preeminent
international peace
organization. !
Now that is a
wonderful thing, to be
a meeting place of
193 nations.iii But
what this also means
is the political
environment is
enormously complex.
The voting blocs that
emerge both within
the UN as well as in
other
intergovernmental
organizations further compound some of the complexity that at times, do influence
choices nations make on particular issues. !
My purpose is not to make you too concerned about the enormity of this, but simply to
ensure you are aware of the political reality. No, you don’t have to understand all the
details or nuances of these politics. What you do need to understand is that there will be
“invisible” reasons for certain actions that governments will make. !
So when diplomats are faced with your efforts to introduce certain policies or concerns
and are wanting to get traction on a new approach, you not only have to deal with the
work of creating a message that is meaningful and explains clearly what you are
proposing, you need to realize that all this has a CONTEXT. It is not pure reason that
will prevail! !
I remind you of this not to stall your efforts, but to introduce a reality check and to show
you why it is all the more important that you:!
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Understand the reality of context, can more quickly discover the need to pay attention to
how you package your message, and to the processes that are taking place at the UN.
All this helps you see why timing, context and positioning are so critical.!
One of the biggest mistakes that NGOs make when they first arrive at the UN (and it
can take years to really understand) that they are not just on the other side of 1st
Avenue. They are no longer in the USA. They are in an environment that has many
undercurrents that are strong, if not visible.!
What happens when NGO’s just “don’t get it”? Well, the hard truth is that they end up
ignored. They get sidelined. And they end up wasting a lot of time and money. Left
talking only amongst themselves they have little to no impact on the global dialogue, the
UN’s agenda or any of the issues that are so close to their hearts.!
Coming to grips with the nature of the UN—and, that is something that can take quite
some time—gives you a chance to figure out how you can better reach your objectives.
Ignore this reality and you will try and try and try, and wonder why people may like you,
encourage your work, but at the end of the day, you still haven’t made any headway in
terms of your agenda or issue.!

Set Agendas and Fast-Track Issues
Article 71 of the United Nations
Charter opened a door for providing
suitable arrangements for
consultation with nongovernmental
organizations way back at the
formation of the UN. Later in 1996,
resolution 1996/31 spelled out these
requirements, rights and obligations
of the UN in more detail in. !
So the UN provided a way for NGOs
to engage. Working at the global
level can have enormous benefits for
organizations that want to set
agendas, or fast track an issue or
hold governments accountable to previous promises.iv !
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Then there are other ways to engage the UN for NGOs not focused on policy change.
This latter is the premise of the formal association of NGOs with the UN’s Department of
Public Information (DPI).!
Now is a good place to look more closely at the technical differences between the ways
NGOs can have formal relations with the UN because clarifying this very often helps
those new to this arena, and helps correct some assumptions that can cause people
grief. In particular I want to review the difference between NGOs in consultative status
with EOCOC and NGOs in association with DPI—and yes, the nuances of language,
that is, “in consultative status” or “in association with” do matter.!

Consultative Status With ECOSOC
NGOs in consultative status have one of three levels of status—general, special and
roster. Each level has slightly different rights and responsibilities, but each has to report
to the NGO Committee of ECOSOC every four years on the work they have done and
the ways in which they have contributed to the mandates and mission of ECOSOC.
Those in General Consultative Status have more ways they can interact with ECOSOC
and can initiate agenda items whereas those in Special and Roster Status do not have
quite the same range of options open to them. !
Those in Consultative Status all have the right to interact with the various parts of
ECOSOC, to present statements to the Council and more. NGOs can also be in
association with DPI and less formally, through many of the international conferences
and meetings that are held. !
To understand the rights and responsibilities of NGOs in relationship with ECOSOC
more clearly, you can refer to resolution 1996/31. But here I want to clarify one of the
main differences between ECOSOC and DPI.!
Those in relationship through ECOSOC have been vetted by the NGO Committee,
which is made up of 19 member states. Once those 19 countries have approved an
NGO and resolved that they have consultative status, then those NGOs have the
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opportunity to engage in the issues of ECOSOC within the formal structure—though still
with limitations of course.!

In Association With DPI
Those in association with DPI on the other hand, do get
security passes to the UN, as do ECOSOC NGOs.
However, the mandate of these NGOs is to disseminate
information about the UN out to the various components of
society utilizing their own media outlets, to their members
and interested parties. !
The process for gaining DPI status is not an
intergovernmental process like that for ECOSOC. One of the departments of the UN
Secretariat has closed-door meetings about the NGOs that apply and based upon the
information submitted by the NGO—and a little politics on the side—an NGO will be
given or declined DPI status.!
Again the folk in the DPI office feel it is their duty to “protect” the good name of the UN.
Naturally sometimes, they err a little on the side of public opinion. But overall, they are
looking for NGOs that do have substantive means to disseminate information to their
members, and where possible, into the larger public eye. !
DPI does not provide any mechanism for NGOs to have a formal voice within the UN
system. Of course the access NGOs get from having a UN pass does enable them to
more easily meet and talk with diplomats and UN staff. But in reality, any person can
find ways to do this without DPI status. !

The Changing Tide Of NGOs At The UN
Now it’s appropriate to add a little more perspective on the NGOs at the United Nations.
Since 1995 and pretty much after the Beijing conference on women in 1995, there has
been a stunning growth in the numbers of NGOs having formal relations with the UN. As
of September 2013, there were 3900 formally accredited NGOs with the Economic and
Social Council. !
Of those, 147 are in general consultative status, 2774 in special consultative status and
979 are in Roster status. And there are roughly 1,300 in association with DPI.!
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The rapid growth since the ‘90s of NGOs active in one form or another at the UN (see
the graph on the following page) has clearly had an impact both on member states and
on the UN’s Department of Economic and Social Affairs who have had to oversee this
massive growth. They have had to deal with all the requests for status that require quite
significant vetting, to say nothing of the processing of thousands of applications, badges
and the logistics each time there is a UN conference, such as the annual Commission
on the Status of Women, Human Rights meetings, Environment, Development,
Indigenous Peoples, World Summit of the Information Society, Non Communicable
Diseases, Human Trafficking, and on and on.!
Stopping to think for a moment, from a Member State’s point of view this growth could
easily be seen as a little overwhelming. Keep in mind that the UN is an
intergovernmental organization with 193 member countries, now that there are over four
thousand NGOs credentialed with the UN, it’s easy to see why this could be taken as
disconcerting.!
(These numbers were taken from annual ECOSOC information documents reporting on
the work of the NGO Committee on the UN Bibliographic Information System.) !
What this actually means to diplomat-NGO relations is the real issue and the sensitivity
of this first became clear to me a few years ago while on my way to a meeting at the
UN. !
I was walking with a representative from one mission. He knew very well that I was an
NGO representative, as my office at that time had been working with his mission quite
closely. I was a little surprised how unfavorable were some of his remarks about NGOs
in general. Clearly it wasn’t a blanket attitude, or we would not have been working with
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him on some issues. But it reflected some of the concern that the 190+ nations at that

time had as they watched the numbers of NGOs getting access to the UN ballooning. !
Why am I saying this? Just to add a little perspective. Some, though definitely not all
governments, are not completely pleased by the presence of NGOs. Some of course go
further and push the point that the UN is not the place for them. Most will not say that
overtly, although some do. The UN after all is specifically for governments so why are
NGOs muddying up the waters? !
Other countries have very different attitudes, in general. However, I am certain that they
too take NGOs case by case. They are discerning. But nevertheless, there is strong
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recognition among many countries of the value of NGOs and the expertise they bring to
the table. They are welcomed for the work that
governments cannot do. !
So there is a broad range of attitudes towards
NGOs within the United Nations’ sphere and
now the sheer force of growing numbers
impacts things as important as NGO access
during meetings —one of the main reasons
many NGOs seek accreditation with the UN. !
Before I move on from this aspect of context
and background for NGOs at the UN, I want to
mention some other ways NGOs can relate to
the UN, or at least parts of it. !
One of these is for NGOs to get accreditation to a specific conference, summit or event.
NGOs can attend these but it doesn’t mean they have any special position or
qualification. They are there to observe. Often they will meet and talk amongst
themselves and sometimes formulate a statement of their own and circulate it as best
as possible.!
Then NGOs can also work with the UN specialized agencies such as UNICEF,
UNESCO, ILO, ITU, and so on. Each one of these agencies will have their own
requirements for roster status. So for example, even though the Commission on
Sustainable Development is not an agency, they too have a roster of NGOs active with
the Commission in various ways. !
So that is just a little more about ways that NGOs can get access to different
conferences and meetings at the UN.!

Inter Governmental Organizations
So before we move onto “packaging” I want to stack on top of all this, the additional
complexity and impact of other Inter Governmental Organizations (IGOs). !
Often countries find that their UN work is part of a larger plan or strategy that that
government has. So there are many lines of force stressing each decision of a country
at any given time. !
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Additionally, it is not uncommon for there to be disparities between agendas, even
within countries, the one at the UN and the one back in the country, though they are not
meant to be. Their objectives and work, their discussions, their thinking and their
reasons for their actions at the United Nations, the reasons for diplomatic actions at the
United Nations can be impacted by what is going on in these other IGOs and the fact is
diplomats don’t explain everything to NGOs, why they make a decision or why not. So
much of what goes on at the UN, just as in any community is not all spoken publicly. Nor
does it all seem reasonable! !
There are so many factors that form a backdrop to everything going on at the United
Nations. I believe you can see that with that complexity of the environment and the
constant need for diplomats to be alert and aware of old changing and emerging issues
that coming across another person or group clamoring for attention is just not attractive!
So I will encourage you to keep returning to the original big idea—to position yourself as
one who can help diplomats and their missions to accomplish their goals and
aspirations. !

Chapter 3: Packaging
Because I already have a 3-video
step-by-step walk-through that is
completely free on the NGO
Academy site, I am not going into
that detail here. Those video
tutorials provide a solid how-to that
get you started “packaging” your
message. !
If you follow the videos and
complete the exercises I give you,
you will be miles ahead of many
even more experienced than you.
So I do urge you to sign up for that.
I made them some time back, but what is in them is as relevant today, and perhaps
even more so as the numbers of NGOs and the pace of life and change increase.!
The exercises are designed to get you out of the habits that form when we are
(naturally) so consumed by and living in our own NGOs mindset. And hey, to get your
NGO to where it is today, that was needed. But now you are venturing even further, it is
time for next steps.!
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The reason for having this as a separation section is because it takes an allocation of
time and effort to package your greatest gift to the world, and to package it
magnificently. We all know how much of a difference packaging and presentation
makes! And when something is as important as your blood, sweat and tears, then
certainly, taking the time to package and present it well, can be a wonderful and needed
work. !
To help you choose some of the details of your packaging, I want you to step outside
our own little (big) world for a bit. Its time to get even more perspective on what is
needed, and is what the 3 sets of exercises outlined in the Mindset Module will help you
do.!
I am sure that you have already begun to think a little differently about your outreach at
the UN. The chapter on context will have helped you get a better idea of the mindset of
diplomats and UN staffers. And I am sure that now you will better see that simply
reiterating all the fantastic features of your program or approach will not be enough for
them to decide to allocate some of their precious time and effort in developing a
relationship with your NGO. !

Your Positioning Is Critical
Now that you know something as simple as the ratio of Member States to NGOs is 193 :
4000+ or 1:20 (round figures) I am certain you see much more clearly that you have
quite a challenge before you. It really is quite a challenge if you are to distinguish
yourself and rise above the clamor for attention that is coming from NGOs, from IGOs,
from other diplomats, from pressing emerging political issues and from life in general,
on a daily basis.!
When you do position your organization as one that can help time strapped, energy
strapped, often overburdened diplomats get their job done easier and faster, then at
least you have a chance. !
If you come across as one more NGO looking to get something from them even as
simple as taking up their precious time, the chances of catching that diplomatic fish are
small to nothing. But when you come across as an organization of interest, and able to
help them get their work done faster and better, then you are putting yourself in a whole
new category. !

Providing A Missing Piece
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To figure out what this
“missing piece” is for them is
not simple, but when this is
your intent and you start
edging your way toward that
goal, you will find more hints
and clues. Listen. Research.
Focus on “them.” You will find
a way. It will come together.!
Don’t worry, you are not going
to become mission staff or
help them with all of their
work. But when you can help
them get even one of their “to
do’s” taken care of, and better yet, done in a way that is innovative and beyond what
they were hoping for, then your organization will be a natural choice. !
Once you start to immerse yourself in UN agendas, day-to-day meetings, resolutions of
note of the past years relevant to your topic, sessions of ECOSOC or the GA or in the
news, you will begin to figure it out. In the same way, you will begin to see which
Missions are more open to the kind of support your particular organization can provide. !
None of this is ever clear-cut or simple. But I think you can begin to see that by focusing
on building working relationships with Member States you are immediately on a different
track than if you only communicate about your organization and how wonderful it is. The
two approaches are dramatically different. And they produce dramatically different
results.!
So do make a decision to do what it takes to find those missions and staffers who need
what you have. Find creative ways to connect and to build a relationship so you can
help them see how your organization can help them get their job done better, faster and
more efficiently. !
So this chapter was nice and short and the objective of this was really to get you to
make a decision, to take steps to develop your unique communications package, and to
do that, I want you to schedule time to complete the 3-video Mindset Module. !
The next chapter is meatier and goes into a little more about the UN, its structure and
processes.!
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Chapter 4: Understanding The Process
In this chapter we’ll look at some of the main structures and processes of the UN so that
when you participate in meetings, you will so much better understand what you are
seeing and hearing around you and why it is happening. This will help position you so
that in time, you will know better when and where you can participate in the process,
and when and where can influence the outcomes by bringing in your organization’s
experience, expertise and knowledge. !
So first I’ll review elements of the United Nations’ structure, something about it decisionmaking processes, UN resolutions, what they are, what they accomplish, and a little bit
about their structure. Next we’ll look at rules of procedure and why these are important
to NGOs. Then finally I will note very briefly the latitude that NGOs have.!
It’s a lot to cover in what is meant to be a very quick overview intended to give you
some of the most important basics so you can work more effectively without
undermining your own best efforts, or wasting precious time.!
The long and the short of why add this to the 3 biggest mistakes that NGOs make is to
point toward the area of specialized knowledge that the dynamos activists use in their
planning.!
Just think for a moment, how many surfers rely on pure luck for catching the very best
and biggest waves. They become very good at reading each wave. Similarly, NGO
representatives who know how to read the ebb and flow of events, the currents,
seasons and the tides of UN work will be able to position themselves in the optimal
place in the flow of work taking place there. !

Timing
There are basic calendars for the year, and you can download the daily journal in any of
the 6 UN languages. This provides specific meeting information. But to be able to
impact a particular resolution before it reaches its final stages of drafting, and before it
comes to the General Assembly or the Economic and Social Council for approval, that
requires much more information and knowledge about the process: much more
information than that provided in the daily schedule.!
That’s why you need a much better process map and understanding of the UN’s various
organs, so you can engage meaningfully and in a timely fashion.!
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Each organ, that is the General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council, the
Security Council, the Secretariat and the ICJ or International Court of Justice have their
own set of responsibilities, tasks and decision-making structures and processes.!
When you add to this, that each NGO has their own unique program, their own unique
area of expertise, specific agendas, timetables, desired outcomes and so on, nit’s very
easy to see that there is no “no one-size fits all,” when you talk about timing or process.!
So here I am going to go back to the basics to provide you with a useful foundation of
information, a little clarification of the system as a whole, from the perspective of
process. From there, you can begin to focus on the more specific areas of interest to
you.!
Now it is these basics, that probably only about twenty-five percent of NGOs know
clearly. Here, I’m only guessing at this number, but I know through experience, it is,
sadly, very small. Yet understanding this how, when and where UN decisions are made,
and the differences there are in the various organs, can hugely inform any NGO’s
outreach and advocacy strategies.!
It also underscores the need for your NGO to have clear UN-specific goals and agendas
that can guide your planning. Before I go into a short overview here, I want to note that
there are many strategies that can be developed. !
There are no one-size fits all. !
Some strategies will mean working completely outside the UN structure and systems
and may not require any interaction with UN diplomats or staffers at all. However I wish
to stress, that to be the most effective even in this kind of strategy, having an accurate
understanding of how the UN works, the scope of its ability to act and the its decisionmaking processes is just as important.!

An Overview Of The UN Structure & Decision-Making
As far as making global policy-making there are three main deliberative bodies. That is
the General Assembly (GA), the Security Council (SC) and the Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC). !
The principal judicial organ of the United Nations is the International Court of Justice
(ICJ). The Court’s role is to settle, in accordance with international law, legal disputes
submitted to it by States and to give advisory opinions on legal questions referred to it
by authorized United Nations organs and specialized agencies. !
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The General Assembly is currently made up of all 193 permanent members of the
United Nations as well as twenty-three permanent observer missions.v Permanent
observers can participate in all discussions, however, they cannot vote in resolutions or
decisions being taken. !
The Security Council is made up of the five permanent members (P5) and ten nonpermanent members. The agreement of all of the P5 is necessary for a Security Council
resolution. !
Then there is the Economic and Social Council. The Council's 54 member governments
are elected by the General Assembly for overlapping three-year terms. Seats on the
Council are allotted based on geographical representation with fourteen allocated to
African States, eleven to Asian States, six to Eastern European States, ten to Latin
American and Caribbean States, and thirteen to Western European and other States.vi!

UN Resolutions
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Each of the decision-making bodies is responsible for different kinds of decisions. The
General Assembly is the UN’s
main deliberative body, the
Security Council takes decisions
about certain peace and security
issues, and the Economic and
Social Council promotes
international economic and social
cooperation and action. !
Each has a different focus and
goes about making those
decisions that impact global affairs
in different ways. !
The UN as a whole does its work
through protocols, treaties,
conventions, and covenants that
are the outcomes of the
deliberations of these various
bodies. !
Generalizing about these
resolutions for the sake of
understanding what they mean to
governments and civil society, it is
helpful to describe them as producing
“soft” and “hard” forms of law. !
Soft law refers to commitments made by negotiating parties that are not legally binding,
which is pretty much almost all of the General Assembly resolutions. Not all, but most of
the General Assembly resolutions are of this nature: soft. This means that every
government agrees in principle to what is in the resolutions when they put their nation’s
name to it. However, they are not held by law to follow through on the letter of the law.
The extent to which and when (if ever) they implement those resolutions, is up to each
country.!
Hard law refers to binding laws and they include self-executing treaties, international
agreements and customary laws. In particular, as far as the UN organs go, those that
come through the Security Council are legally binding resolutions. So right here, you
can see one of the major differences between the GA, the SC and ECOSOC. !
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ECOSOC resolutions are largely soft law. They are usually agreements to ways people
will go about working together, commitments for funding support and all kinds of
agreements in the pursuit of health, human development and prosperity. !
So right here you can see one of the major differences between the General Assembly,
the Security Council and ECOSOC. Furthermore, each deliberative body has their own
set of rules and procedures to develop these resolutions. Each organ—GA, SC,
ECOSOC and the ICJ operates differently. They have got a separate secretariat staff;
they have different leadership; and they meet at different times. !
Each has unique rights of its delegations; they have unique procedural motions and
points of order as well as different voting arrangements, provisions and presiding
officers. The president of the Security Council is president for a month and it rotates
alphabetically through those who are on the Security Council at the time for example.
The President of ECOSOC is there for a year.!

Structure of Resolutions
Now just a little about the structure of UN resolutions to give you a little more in-depth
knowledge of them. !
United Nations resolutions are the formal expressions of the opinion or the will of United
Nations’ organs and generally consist of two clearly defined sections: the preamble and
an operative part. The preamble usually presents the considerations on the basis of
which the action is taken. They “why.” Even resolutions need a context. They link it back
to former resolutions or they link it to former actions of different member states as to
why they are making these decisions, and then the opinion expressed or the directive
given. !
The operative part states the opinion of the organ or the action to be taken. That is the
“what.” The operative part then is the piece to really look at in terms of what actions are
to be taken going forward. !
The term, “decisions” is used to designate formal actions other than those that become
resolutions. They usually aren’t substantive policy-wise and are associated with routine
and procedural matters. However, don’t underestimate how critical these can become in
some negotiations. !
They deal with things such as elections and appointments, where people are going to
meet, and ways in which everything is handled. They are sometimes also used to
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record the adoption of a text that represents the consensus of the members of a given
organ, and a number of other details. !

Rules of Procedure
Rules of procedure provide structure and direction to guide deliberations and
negotiations, as well as the negotiation process and formal conference settings. Rules
of procedure are the backbone of an open and visible negotiation process. They really
help you understand what is going on. !
Why is this important to NGOs? We do need to understand how the negotiation process
works, how these organs work, in order that we can know where we can be involved
and how. !
A diplomat may say to us, “I am sorry, we can’t do that,” and they may not be being
evasive. They may simply be communicating that it just isn’t possible because of the
way the UN functions. !
This is a long way of going about the discussion of the price of making an impact at the
global level. That price is to get a solid grasp of the system and its bureaucracy so you
can better decide how you want to work with it. And that may be to work within it, or
around. It is your choice. NGOs can make an impact from within, and they can make a
different kind of impact from the outside of the United Nations. But either way, having a
good schematic of the UN and how it works and how it functions is essential for
developing an effective strategy and for being able to work that strategy well.!
Knowing that NGOs do need a practical guide to working at the UN is what motivated
me to put together for NGOs, the Advocacy Algorithmvii. It has a section that goes into
all this in more useful depths that I can in this context: on UN decision-making, UN
resolutions, the organs, the UN structure, etc. etc.!

The Latitude NGOs Have In Intergovernmental Settings
Once NGOs understand how the relevant UN processes work, then we can better see
how to leverage the latitude or different kind of freedoms that NGOs have from those
that diplomats have. While we may wish we could get into the council room and make a
statement from a diplomatic post, I think you may be seeing more clearly the constraints
on member states. You can also see that NGOs have more choices about how they can
operate, according to their objectives. !
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Ideally, you will start to see that there are many ways available to NGOs to bring their
voices forward and to “offer” member states resources and perspectives they otherwise
cannot access. This requires creativity and it calls upon many of the strengths NGOs
have that are not available to the diplomatic community. !
NGOs tend to be more versatility and agile than governments. Understanding this and
knowing when and how to work with the diplomatic community is part of what gives
NGOs the ability to impact global discussions and policies. !
The point here is to get a clearer picture of how NGOs can uniquely contribute without
trying to do the diplomats work! Now some countries missions clearly value those NGOs
that do have expertise in particular fields. They know their diplomatic limitations and are
more than willing to work with NGOs who have the appropriate expertise. !
There are other missions not so open to NGOs. BUT that doesn’t mean that if they are
the ones we need to work with, that it is impossible to do so. It just means the barriers
are a little higher, we have to be a little bit more creative and we have to work a little
smarter.!
The same if we are dealing with politically sensitive topics. It requires even greater
finesse. Again, I want to encourage you, not dissuade. But you have to know what you
are working with. I want you to get a better handle on what is before you. I am not at all,
telling you to run from it because the work of NGOs is critical to the health of our global
society.!
What I am doing here is helping you take first steps to a more realistic assessment of
working at the UN and to point out that diplomats and UN staff are constrained as well
as empowered by the structure of the UN. And they are empowered and constrained by
the mandates of their own member state.!
So it is not only NGOs that are both empowered and constrained by the United Nations.
Plus, I want you to pay some attention to the limitations on your own NGO’s ability to
work at the United Nations. These will be based on your NGOs agendas, resources and
internal decision-making processes as well as your relationship with your NGOs
leadership—and speaking from experience, that doesn’t stay the same, especially if you
are very effective in your work! !

Your Strategy At The UN
Now we are getting to your strategy at the UN. We have taken a quick tour of the UN
framework, in an endeavor to show you some of the opportunities and challenges, and I
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want to list here a number of aspects of your strategy that you will need to consider
sooner or later. !
This list is something that may be of little or great interest to you in the beginning
depending on. As you become more engage in advocacy at the UN, it will benefit you to
return and reconsider some them periodically to check that you are in some way or
another, addressing each one.!
Very quickly, these include elements such as:!
•

Clear comprehension and understanding of the opportunities and challenges
presented in the UN environment !

•

A realistic and comprehensive assessment of your organization’s strengths and
limitations!

•

A way to include the voice of key stakeholders!

•

Empowered planning committee!

•

Involvement of senior leadership and a way to share responsibilities!

•

How your UN strategy connects in with your NGOs larger mission!

•

Clear values guiding how you operate and implement!

•

Outcomes that are specific, measurable, action oriented and time-bound!

•

Clear priorities with an implementation plan that includes getting buy-in by all
those who may be directly, or indirectly, a part of the process!

The first in this list is what we have been dealing with in this eBook—helping you get a
more clear comprehension and understanding of the opportunities and challenges the
UN will present your NGO.!
Part of your assessment of these opportunities and challenges will include:!
•

Who are your strategic connections—which missions, offices, agencies, NGOs!

•

Who do you have on your UN outreach team and what education do they need—
better understanding of the UN itself, advocacy skills, are they adept at getting
buy-in, building social capital etc.?!
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•

How well do senior leadership understand the opportunities and challenges the
UN presents? And if there is a lack of understanding here, might this become an
unexpected challenge of its own down the road and what might you need to do to
prevent it from becoming a problem? !

•

Are there less-than obvious offices or parts of the UN that would be important for
you to connect with?!

•

What are the issue areas that your NGO does not directly focus on, but are
relevant to your work? !

There are so many issues being addressed in the UN: development, crime and the
environment, human rights, governance, indigenous issues, aging, youth, religious
tolerance, trafficking victims, poverty, HIV AIDS, non communicable diseases (NDCs)
corruption and many, many more. And with each of these areas, there are often an
overlap of issues and concerns that may be relevant to your work and places to find
allies and opportunities.!
In the end, you simply cannot know exactly what you are looking for, who may be your
best allies or your most challenging opponents. But you will have to make a
fundamental decision and then… Dive on in!!

CONCLUSION
Time To Dive In
Now we’re almost at the end. We’ve covered
some really dense content and technical
information, including UN resolutions, its
processes as well as my recommendations to
go back and check critical elements of your
organization’s strategy for outreach.!
And now we’ve arrived at the place where I
simply want to encourage you to dive on in.!
The UN is complex, but that’s part of the fun,
especially if you are someone who enjoys
challenges, enjoys learning and can turn the
proverbial lemon into lemonade.!
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Even diplomats who end up spending many years at the UN had their first year. They
too had a learning curve. Many say they really took about a year of being around before
they really began to understand how to work effectively in the multi-lateral environment
of the United Nations. They acknowledge how different it is to any other diplomatic or
bilateral post.!
So don’t be surprised if, when you do find a mentor or mentors, and you take time to
study and learn as much as you can, that it still takes you quite some time to reach a
point where all of the pieces start to make sense and you can ramp up your efforts.!
That’s why you need to get a move on. Jump on in and learn, feel, watch and try
different things. Plus you will discover that you meet some of the very finest people
some of whom will become life-long friends.!
So while it’s a complex environment where there is a lot to learn, you can start picking
things up very quickly when you first make sure you have all the basics upon which to
build. Then learn from those around you: NGOs, UN staffers and diplomats.!
Having a mentor or preferable a couple of mentors, can significantly reduce your
learning curve. So make your best efforts to find a mentor or two, including diplomats.
They too can, directly or indirectly, teach you many things. Plus they can open doors for
you, quite literally, that are otherwise closed to you.!
But no matter what, you can’t get around the fact that you do need specialized
knowledge to be effective at the UN. After all, it is a special and unique place.!
No-one who walks in the door for the first time knows all about it and learning is such an
integral part of being effective there, so plan on learning from books, people, research,
training, accidental discovery and any other method you can. Take extra classes at
school, read relevant books, regularly visit the UN bookstore in the Lobby Basement.
Take online courses, audio courses, research the UN’s online document library, and
watch UN webcasts when you can’t be on-site. Learn and gather relevant information by
all means possible. And this should be an ongoing process.!
Each effort you make will improve your knowledge and reduce your losses that largely
occur when you act from ignorance. Advocacy at the United Nations really is for those
who like to prepare, and who like to quickly put what they learn into practice, who enjoy
change and are change leaders.!
If you are an NGO activist, then the challenge of impacting the global dialogue, setting
agendas and fast-tracking issues at the UN is a fantastic line of meaning work.!
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As a final wrap-up, here again are the three biggest mistakes NGOs make when they
first come to the United Nations. And these same three areas of work, when built into
your ongoing platform of work, will make a massive difference to your capacity to impact
agendas and issues.!
First, deepen your understanding of the context you are stepping into. If it is UNHQ in
New York, then learn as much as you possibly can about every aspect of UNHQ,
including: the physical layout; diplomatic protocols (there are places to find very
practical and useful information, and this kind of detail and much more is in my intensive
course, the Advocacy Algorithm); work hard to understand the mindsets of diplomats
and Secretariat staff; research which member states are focused on your issues and
make specific effort to find out how they go about dealing with its various aspects; find
out who are the subject matter experts in the UN secretariat for that issue and get to
know them and what they are doing.!
This list I just gave you, makes a great to-do list to get you going!!
Second. Work hard on packaging your message and creating your organization’s
platform so that you are positioned as a supportive, knowledgeable resource and not
just a squeaky wheel.!
Of course, if your main work, or some of your organization’s work is to monitor
countries’ fulfillment of their promises and they are not doing so, then you will need to
take a stand. In this case, you will still need to determine what your long-term goals are
and how you are going to balance your organization’s diplomacy and disclosure efforts. !
Do take the time to get access to the three walk-through video tutorials that will get you
started communicating your organization’s unique strengths in a way that speaks to the
mindset of the diplomatic and UN community.!
And third. Make a strong effort to understand the UN’s processes and how the UN gets
things done. Learn the UN structure, about it’s organs and how, when and where they
make their decisions. Research which other intergovernmental organizations that may
be relevant to your issue, and keep an eye on them as well.!
Research the various places that your specific issues are being dealt with within the UN
structure, because it will invariably be dealt with in more than one place. !
In the end, these three facets of your work, of context, packaging and understanding the
processes of the UN are intimately interwoven. They are not three separate steps to be
taken in your work, but rather three facets of a gem that is your work, your contribution
to the greater health of our global community.!
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Thank you for taking the time to be with me as we explored how to make your NGO’s
advocacy powerful. I’m honored that you spent the time with me and I look forward to
spending more time with you again in the future.!
But, if your organization does want to impact the United Nations or the global level
agenda and policies, then it is critical that you do go there with the attitude to give and
to position yourself in a way that you can rise above the noise of all the urgent items of
attention that diplomats and UN staffers are constantly bombarded by, to get above that
constant background white noise of urgent situations. !
You have to become important to them and the best way to become important to them is
to show that you can help them get some part of their work done faster, better, and
more efficiently. Then, they will pay attention to you. They will want to know who you
are. They will keep you on their short list, and they will join your working groups and
work with you. !
Without understanding those things, you are fighting an uphill battle. You are just one of
the many waving a flag saying, “I am important; my issue is urgent.” Yes, it maybe is,
and I am not at all diminishing anybody’s efforts. I am just getting back to the mindset of
the people that we need to interact with if we are going to make a difference at the
policy level, and that in the end is going to be diplomats in Secretariat. !
Then, you need to be able to present yourself as somebody who can really help them
get their job done because most of them are overworked and underpaid. Some of you
may not think so, but I can go into the details of that in the training program, the
advocacy algorithm that I do have and do make available for you. !
Now again, just in terms of the links that I have before we go into the Q&A, and we are
about to open this up for Q&A, I will explain how to do that. There are the links. We do
have the replay. I am having it made available for the early bird version at $19.99, so
that you can come back and study this as your own leisure. !
There will be many other links that will be made available, but we also have free
membership. Actually that link I think this is wrong; I am going to change that. The
membership, I believe is free member, but email me if there is a problem with this link.
You can email me at any time with problems of these things, but in order to get access
to the second part, the packaging, you can get that through there. You just signup and it
won’t cost you anything, and then you will get access to that training. !
Now then, if you want more advanced training, as I noted at the beginning, I do have
training programs and I have an advanced version along with the basic advocacy
algorithm. You can go to either of these pages to go get the basic training. !
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The advocacy algorithm just really, really quickly is made up of about 30 lessons. You
go at your own pace, and there is a new module every week. It is paced because it is
important that you are able to digest a lot of this information in a structured way, so that
all of this enormous information that is needed to be super effective at the United
Nations can very naturally get digested by you and become part of what you know.!

A Training Endnote
If you want to take advantage of the free online “Mindset Module,” go to the NGO
Academy’s website at: www.NGO-Academy.com. You’ll be asked for your name and
email to get access to the training area, and all of that is free.!
If you do want more advanced training, you can register for the “Advocacy Algorithm”
which is made up of more than 30 lessons. You will have access 24/7.!
A new module is released every week for seven weeks in all. The training is paced
because it is important that you can digest the information in a structured way so that
you can get the most benefit from the training.!
Exercises are set each day to help you make practical use of the information. When you
work with this a little each day over the period of the training, and you can always go
back to review any of the material you need to, you will discover you have learned so
much. And many of the now perplexing an invisible dynamics will start to take shape
right before your eyes and make a whole lot more sense.!
I look forward to seeing you there.
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vii

The Advocacy Algorithm: A 35 lesson training program for NGO Representatives at the UN
available at: www.NGO-Academy.org
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