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Advocacy is an essential role of nonprofit and voluntary associations. Through advocacy activities, 

they contribute in important ways to democratic governance by representing the interests of 

individual citizens, influencing public policy and holding government and business accountable. 

In Norway (and Scandinavia), nonprofit and voluntary associations have played a distinctive 

advocacy role as intermediary democratic structures between individual citizens and the political 

and administrative system. Over the past decades, however, there have been profound changes 

in Norwegian civil society and its relationship with the state, which has given rise concerns 

about a weakening of the role played by such associations as part of the “democratic infrastruc-

ture”. Against this background, this thesis investigates the involvement of nonprofit and vol-

untary associations in the public policymaking process, focusing on the period between 1976 and 

2013. The overall research problem addressed in the thesis is: How have changes in Norwegian 

civil society and its relationship with the state affected the involvement of nonprofit and vol-

untary associations in the policymaking process, and what are the implications for their role 

as civil society organizations in the democratic infrastructure? 

Theoretically, the thesis contributes to a better understanding of nonprofit advocacy by 

taking a resource mobilization and political opportunity perspective as a starting point for con-

ceptualizing how organizational and institutional change affects the involvement of nonprofit 

and voluntary associations in the policymaking process. The analytical framework expands on 

existing theories by integrating insights from the literature on nonprofit advocacy and interest 

groups. The empirical contribution is based on a mixed methods approach that combines organ-

ization survey data covering the period from 1976 to 2013, and qualitative case studies of non-

profit umbrella organizations in a multiphase study. It thus contributes by broadening and nu-

ancing findings from existing Norwegian and Scandinavian political research on nonprofit and 

voluntary associations, and by providing empirical knowledge that adds to the larger international 

literature on nonprofit advocacy and interest groups.  

The overall research problem is examined through three articles that focuses on the 

implications of different aspects of the relationship between resource mobilization, political 

opportunity and organizational change for nonprofit advocacy. The first article investigates 

changes in nonprofit representation in the policymaking process. Assuming that the public policy 

process has become less centered on privileged integration through “corporatist” institutions and 

shifted to more informal political lobbying, emerging types of citizen groups may have gotten 

new opportunities interact with political and administrative authorities. However, due to the 

established position of traditional “insider” organizations and dependence of citizen groups on 

government support, they are less likely to access the most central decision-making arenas. 

This argument is examined based on Norwegian organization survey data from 1976 and 2013. 

First, the analysis indicates that citizen groups have successfully managed to turn their mobili-

zation into representation in the public policymaking process, contributing to a greater variety 

of different interests and voices in advocacy. However, second, in line with expectations, new 

citizen groups are still less likely than traditional organizations to have contact with the parlia-

ment, government and ministries, with their political activity instead directed towards direc-

torates and external agencies. This is mainly explained by their lack of overall organizational 

resources and privileged insider status. 



The second article expands on the first by examining the impact of government funding 

on nonprofit advocacy engagement based on organization survey data from 1983 and 2013. 

Recent decades have seen an increase in government funding for the nonprofit and voluntary 

sector in Norway, which has been understood as part of a new contract culture between civil 

society and the state, including voluntary associations receiving public grants. Some argue that 

this implies increased dependence on government in terms of finances and control, with po-

tentially adverse consequences in the form of co-optation. Increased government funding may 

constrain nonprofit advocacy engagement through the effects of resource dependence and iso-

morphic institutional processes in line with resource mobilization theory. Alternatively, gov-

ernment funding may promote nonprofit advocacy through enhancing the capacity of nonprofit 

and voluntary associations, in line with resource mobilization theory. Government funding 

would increase their involvement with decision-makers in the parliament, government and 

bureaucracy. The analysis indicates that government funding, measured both as amount and 

share of total revenues, is positively associated with nonprofit advocacy engagement overall, 

and that the effect has increased with time. However, there is no discernible impact of govern-

ment funding on the involvement of associations with neither the parliament, government nor 

bureaucracy. The results are taken to provide partial support the resource mobilization hy-

pothesis.  

The third article is based on an explorative case study examining the involvement of 

nonprofit umbrella associations in public grant management, and the implications for their 

roles in civil society. To what extent are their autonomy and capacity to fulfill core functions 

related to advocacy, support and coordination affected positively or negatively by management 

of public grants? The analysis focuses on five umbrella associations in the fields of culture, 

sports, recreation and youth and children’s activities. It is based on in-depth interviews with 

their leaders and partly a document review of annual reports, strategic plans and policy docu-

ments. Findings show, first, that their involvement in public grant management is related to 

bureaucratization and professionalization, goal displacement and other organizational im-

pacts. There is a tradeoff between autonomy and access to public economic resources. How-

ever, second, the involvement in grant management does not appear adversely to affect their 

action capacities. Rather, the analysis points to unexpected but important synergies that 

strengthen their “civil society role”, through strengthened access to policymakers, greater po-

litical influence and resources for organizational development, and increased authority and 

legitimacy as representatives of their organizational field.  

Taken together the articles in the thesis provide theoretical and empirical insight into 

the role and involvement of nonprofit and voluntary associations in advocacy and the policy-

making process in Norway. Overall, the findings are taken to indicate a tendency towards a 

more pluralist policymaking process characterized by a greater variety of interests and voices, 

even if traditional insider groups continue to have a dominant position because of their greater 

resources and strategic alignment. Furthermore, the findings show that government funding 

appears to be an important catalyst for nonprofit advocacy involvement by facilitating resource 

mobilization and political access of nonprofit and voluntary associations. Lastly, but no less 

important, through umbrella associations less privileged organizations may in fact overcome 

barriers of resource mobilization. However, it can also contribute to reinforcing the position of 

the privileged insider group as they monopolize important resources. In the conclusion, I argue 

that these developments point to a reconfiguration rather than a weakening of the role of civil 

society organizations in the democratic infrastructure and suggest paths for future research on 

resource mobilization and access to policymaking processes, taking into account changes in 

the organizational population and new channels for involvement. 


