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Abstract

This study explores how NGOs achieve sustainability goals as they focus on poverty alleviation through ecological capability building.
In-depth semi-structured interviews with nine representatives of NGOs working on poverty alleviation were conducted and subjected to
thematic analysis within a critical realist perspective. Findings show that the NGOs engage their communities in all the different stages of
their programs, creating a sense of empowerment that becomes the foundation for their ecological meta-capability, a holistic approach to
the development of human capability that considers social, economic, and environmental aspects. This is better understood by analyzing the
interplay of Structure, Agency, and Culture in Archer’s Morphogenetic Approach. The NGO programs are able to initiate social interaction
that leads to the community’s agency in growing their capability and attaining a state where they can expand their freedom to make choices

for their own sustainable development.
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Introduction

In light of the climate crisis that we are facing in
the 21st century, there have been changes in the
approach to societal issues that used to be addressed
mostly through socio-economic approaches alone
(Antonopoulos, 2020; Luna-Nemecio et al., 2020).
Baynes and Miiller (2016) argue that responses to
challenges of urbanization, industrialization, and
climate change are generally fragmented. According
to Luna-Nemecio et al. (2020), social, economic, and
environmental aspects have not been articulated as
a system in the term “social development.” Analysis
of this term shows that its definition puts more
focus on the socio-economic aspect and excludes the
environmental aspect (Luna-Nemecio et al., 2020).

Non-government organizations (NGOs) are
among those who are active in social development.
There are different kinds of NGOs based on types
of needs addressed (Speers et al., 2023). Different
developmental issues are prioritized based on the
nature of the NGO which could be focused on disaster
recovery, support for marginalized groups, or poverty
alleviation, among many others (Tatebe & Miyamoto,
2021). Case studies in the Philippines show that NGOs
have a role in forming societies that can make solutions
for issues in their communities, such as poverty and

development (Tatebe & Miyamoto, 2021).

Social Development Approaches

Recent social development approaches are anchored
on how the economy, society, and the environment
can be linked together (Arora-Jonsson, 2023). The
United Nations’ Social Development Agenda 2030
focuses on a more holistic, coherent, and integrated
approach that recognizes the social dimensions of
sustainable development. It focuses on the eradication
of poverty and the integration of economic, social, and
environmental perspectives in policy making (United
Nations, 2015). Community participation is crucial for
achieving these actions effectively, thereby necessitating
strategic interventions (Karume, 2024). The term
“community development” is commonly adopted
internationally by NGOs to promote democratization
and the advancement of local developmental initiatives
from the innate abilities of communities (Gilchrist &
Taylor, 2016). Several developmental approaches have
been proposed with the goal of community development

in mind; one of these is the Capability Approach.

A framework from the economist and philosopher
Amartya Sen, the Capability Approach (CA) is defined
by two core normative claims (Centeno, 2020). The
first claim is that the freedom to achieve well-being
(being) is of utmost importance (Sen, 1979, 1999;
Centeno, 2020); the second refers to the idea that
well-being must be viewed according to the capabilities
and functioning (doings) of people (Sen, 1979, 1999;
Robeyns & Byskov, 2023). Sen views development
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as being more than what narrow viewpoints reduce
it to, such as growth in income, modernization, and
advancement in technology. His more overarching view
of development as an expansion of freedom does not
focus on specific and quantifiable measures. For Sen,
freedom is the end that makes development important
(Sen, 1999). He also argues that a more holistic view of
development must require the removal of the sources
of “unfreedom” such as poverty, lack of opportunities,
and social deprivation (Sen, 1999). In simple terms, the
CA is about the well-being of people according to their
capabilities and functioning (doings), e.g., what they
can do and value to achieve the life they can effectively

lead (Centeno, 2020; Karimi et al., 2016).

Sen’s Capability Approach is not a theory
that explains development but rather a normative
explanation of how development should be understood.
In the context of the CA, people’s lives improve with
the expansion of their freedom, which means that
development is about being able to have choices in life
(Garcés Velastegui, 2020).

As a framework that can be valued and evaluated,
the CA can be operationalized. Many NGOs follow a
framework for programs aligned with the CA; in fact,
it has gained international support over the past years
as reflected by the significant shift in development
thinking, namely, that nurturing people’s capabilities is
central to social development (Lombard, 2015). Indeed,
despite some criticism toward the CA for its lack of
consideration for the environmental aspect (Ballet et
al.,2013), it is actually flexible enough to accommodate
the value of environmental justice and sustainable
development as these are critical for achieving a state

of being that people value.

The Capability Approach and
the Environment

A more universalistic definition of the CA was
conceived by the philosopher Martha Nussbaum
with the aim of developing a theory of social justice.
Consistent with Sen, it is a broad normative framework
for assessing the well-being of individuals, social
arrangements, and social change (Robeyns, 2006;
Robeyns & Byskov, 2023). While Nussbaum (2011)
embraces Sen’s idea that distinguishes capabilities from
tunctioning in the achievement of well-being, the goal
of which is to have a comparative quality of life, her CA
is about protecting aspects of human dignity needed

for a person’s freedom (Richardson, 2019).

However, Nussbaum’s definition of the CA does
not account for ecological dimensions of human
capabilities (Holland, 2008b). The closest Nussbaum
was to recognizing ecological systems was in her
mention of “other species” as one of the factors central
to human functional abilities. Other literature support
this claim, seeing the environment as an area that needs
more exploration in Nussbaum’s idea of the approach
(Holland, 2008a; van Jaarsveld, 2021; Pelenc et al.,
2013; Peeters et al., 2015).

Despite considering environmental values as
being central to human development, how the CA
relates human persons and the environment is
an area that is less explored (van Jaarsveld, 2021).
Emphasizing the role of the environment in developing
human capabilities, Holland (2008b) considers the
environment a meta-capability because it is central
to carrying out human capabilities. Considering how
people value their environment, interests, know-how,
and environmental entitlements is critical to a more
holistic understanding of the CA (Mustalahti, 2018).
Attempts to reflect a balance in the triple bottom
line—the social, economic, and environmental aspects
of development—in the context of poverty alleviation
and community development are lacking due to limited
studies on how the ecological perspective is taken into
account in sustainable social development (Luna-

Nemecio et al., 2020).

The Capability Approach and
Critical Realism

Amartya Sen’s CA has been found to align with
Critical Realism in that “capabilities are causal powers
(a ‘power to’) that provide the porential to realize
particular functionings” (Smith & Seward, 2009: 216,
italics added).

Introduced in the 1970s, Bhaskar’s Critical Realism
(2020) is a metatheory that sees reality as independent
of the knower but can be studied and known (McEvoy
& Richards, 2003; Wynn & Williams, 2012). Reality
can be stratified into the domain of the empirical
(experiences or observations), the domain of the actual
(events that include observable and unobservable

aspects), and the domain of the real (causal powers and
mechanisms) (Lawani, 2021; Wynn & Williams, 2012).

Critical Realism sees the world as an open system,
i.e., there can be several causes that lead to an event
or events that trigger other events (Buch-Hansen

& Nielsen, 2020; Danermark, 2019). The reality we

experience has underlying structures and mechanisms;
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these structures are understood to be underlying
conditions with causal powers that may trigger events
while the mechanisms are ways by which structures
operate (Smith & Seward, 2009). These structured
objects, which we may consider as mental models,
have emergent properties that are different from
those of their components (Buch-Hansen & Nielsen,
2020; Lawani, 2021; Smith & Seward, 2009; Wynn &
Williams, 2012) because of relations between objects
within these structures that enable certain mechanisms
that lead to emergent properties (Martins, 2006).
Capabilities can be considered structures not in the
usual sense of social organizations or hierarchies but as
analytical structures in the context of Critical Realism:

Capabilities are structures with particular
internal relations from which their causal
powers (mechanisms, i.e. the potential to
perform a functioning) emerge. Functionings
are the realization (outcomes) of the
activations of these causal mechanisms. Thus,
the structures are what constitute a capability
and the mechanism provides the instrumental
link between this capability and the associated
functioning. (Smith & Seward, 2009: 218)

These properties of Critical Realism will be
reflected in the data analysis and the explanation of
the causes and mechanisms in the CA.

Statement of the Problem

While there are studies that use the CA to deal with
issues related to sustainable development, such as in
climate mitigation strategies, energy technologies,
or developing bio-economies (Fernindez-Baldor
et al., 2014; Mustalahti, 2018; Velasco-Herrejon
& Bauwens, 2020), the CA is not explicit on the
relationship between humans and the environment
despite considering environmental values as central to
human development (van Jaarsveld, 2021). Holland
(2008b) attempted to include the environment in
meta-capability, using sustainable ecological capacity
and ecological meta-capability interchangeably to
emphasize the role of the environment in developing
human capabilities. According to Mustalahti (2018),
considering how people value their environment,
interests, know-how, and environmental entitlement is
necessary for a more holistic understanding of the CA.

'The Ecological Capability Approach, itself based
on Sen’s CA, explicitly articulates the ecological aspects
that contribute to people’s freedoms and well-being. In
this approach, CA is used as a framework for analyzing
multiple links between a person’s well-being, the

environment, and how the ecosystems are being taken
care of (Biggeri & Ferrone, 2022). This emphasizes the
natural environment’s critical role in determining the
availability of opportunities for people to expand their
freedoms and beings (Biggeri & Ferrone, 2022).

There are limited studies on how the Ecological CA
is used by NGOs to reach sustainability goals, especially
in the context of social development in the Philippines
or even ASEAN. Given that Sen also recognizes the
importance of removing the sources of “unfreedom,”
particularly the lack of opportunities, poverty, and
social deprivation (Sen, 1999), this study focuses on
these aspects which happen to be a common area of
concern for many NGOs. This is further reinforced
with the context of NGO work in the Philippines as
the research setting. Thus, the study seeks to know how
NGOs operationalize the Ecological CA to achieve
sustainability goals using the lens of Critical Realism.
The critical realist perspective allows investigation
into the domain of the real, where causal powers and
mechanisms of events can be better understood even
in the context of an open system and the emergent
properties of the phenomena being observed.

Methodology

Research Design

When operationalizing sustainable meta-capability,
it is important to identify the prioritized dimension
of capabilities as elaborated in the 17 United
Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals
and conceptualize program design and evaluation
processes for the approach (Biggeri & Libanora,
2011). The prioritization would be based on people’s
values, interests, know-how, and overall well-being

(Mustalahti, 2018; Biggeri & Libanora, 2011).

In this study, programs implemented by NGOs are
seen as a triggering mechanism to create the desired
change, i.e., developing the sustainability capabilities
of people, and program design is considered the
operationalization of the capability approach (Biggeri
& Libanora, 2011).

Research Setting
'The landscape of development work in the Philippines

was found to be suitable for the flourishing of various
NGOs due to 1) the socio-economic situation; 2)
the environmental context of the country, which is
susceptible to natural disasters, making it a frequent
client for disaster relief and response, and 3) the
Philippine socio-political context, where development
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work is “democratized” (Novellino & Dressler, 2009)
and the role of NGOs is intertwined with the country’s
institutional and legal frameworks. Situated in this
context and with poverty reduction as one of the central
goals of the UN SDGs, many NGOs in the Philippines
are working on poverty alleviation, particularly in the
context of community development.

Sampling

The study employed a purposive interview sampling
of nine interviewees (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022) from
different NGOs focused on poverty alleviation. These
NGOs were chosen as the subject of the study as
Sen (1999) considers poverty to be one of the major
sources of “unfreedom” along with the lack of economic
opportunities and systemic social deprivation, factors
that encapsulate the plight of the target population
of these NGOs. The inclusion criteria for the target
interviewees were as follows:

1) They were in a position involved
in the implementation of the
NGO’s programs.

2) 'They had a good understanding of the
values and approaches of the NGO.

3) 'They were aware of the UN SDGs.

Data Collection

The study employed a semi-structured, in-depth
interview guided by a critical realist paradigm that
looked into the participants’ experiences, observations,
and insights on the continuation of or changes in
processes, structures, and culture (Bronnimann, 2021).
Included in the interview were questions on 1) the
target population of the participant’s NGO; 2) the
NGO’s processes in conceptualizing program design
and outcome evaluation; 3) how their NGO programs
are related to sustainability; 4) desired changes in
existing values, beliefs, or customs related to building
ecological capability; 5) events that influenced these
changes; 6) observed changes in values, beliefs, and
customs related to sustainability; 7) the existence of
sectors in the community that are influential to the
outcome; and 8) values, norms, or structures that
restricted and/or enabled desired outcomes.

After ethics approval was obtained from the
university, participants were invited for interviews,
most of which were done online and recorded with
the permission of the interviewees. The interviewees
were also asked to sign an informed consent form prior
to the conduct of each interview.

N L th of T t
GO poleinngo -engtho arget
(code) Experience Community
Middl Urban & Rural
1HH e 12 years oan o
manager Informal Settlers
Middle Rural & Urban
2SC 20 years
manager Poor
3PP Director 8 years Urban Poor
Middle Rural & Urban
41C 4 years
manager Poor
Middl Urban & Rural
5SF 1ade 10 years rhan ur
manager Poor
Urban & Rural
6UB Officer 9 months rhan Hr
Poor
Middl Youth & Rural
7CY e 2 years out -l%ra
manager Communities
Rural & Urb
SWV Officer 10 months ura rhan
Poor
9GB Officer Level 11 months Rural Poor

Program Focus

Housing; Community Organization

Education; Health; Child Protection, Child Rights; Governance;
Disaster Risk Management and Climate Change

Education; Healthcare and Nutrition; Empowerment through
Skills Development

Values Formation; Livelihood Development; Health; Early
Childhood Education

Environment; Shelter for Street Children; Children’s Rights and
Child Abuse Prevention; Community Assistance

Education; Empowerment; Healthcare; Development of

Community Cooperatives

Education; Capacity for Young Farmers; Fight against
Disinformation; Leadership Development; Adolescent Sexual

and Reproductive Health; Just Transition; Environment

Climate Change Action; Resiliency; Sustainability; Education;
Water; Sanitation and Hygiene; Savings and Livelihood,
Gender; Equality and Social Inclusion; Disaster Risk Reduction

Numeracy and Literacy; STEM Education;

Table 1: Profile of Interviewees from each NGO and their Respective Program Focus
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Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis with a critical realist approach
(Wiltshire & Ronkainen, 2021) was used to process
the data collected from the interviews. This led to three
types of themes:

* Experiential themes—viewpoints,
including intentions, hopes, concerns,

beliefs, and feelings

e Inferential themes—inferences and
conceptual redescription of the
experiential themes

* Dispositional themes—explanations
leading to mental models of the event
being studied, e.g., properties and
powers that must exist to produce the
desired outcome

Corresponding indicators and inter-coding were used
to validate the themes.

'The gathered data were analyzed through the lens
of sustainability and in the context of NGO work
in the Philippines. To avoid bias, only interviewees
trom NGOs without direct linkages to the researcher
were invited.

Results

Interviews of representatives from nine NGOs
showed five overarching dispositional themes in their
operationalization of the Ecological CA to achieve

sustainability goals (see Table 2).

Community Development Through Strategy and
Execution of Programs

The inferential themes on the NGOs’ program focus,
different stages of the program cycle, and partners
who are instrumental in the implementation of their
programs all lead to community development. The
programs become the NGOs’ instrument in their
social interaction with their communities for effecting
transformation leading to the development of their
target communities’ capabilities; these are focused
on how the economy, society, and environment can
be linked together with approaches that are more
holistic, coherent, and integrated. NGOs involve
partners in their programs to help achieve their
goals, e.g., government institutions such as the local
government units (LGUs), leaders in the community,
and faith-based and youth organizations that help
them build relationships with the community and
make it easier for them to implement their programs.
Moreover, even as the NGOs focused on common
themes such as livelihood, education, and human
rights, they integrated environmental aspects into

Dispositional Themes

Community Development Through Strategy and

Execution of Programs

Inferential Themes

Program focus; Stages of program cycle; Partners in program implementation

Capability Building Through Holistic Development

. Economic Capability

. Social Capability

. Environmental Capability and

Resilience

Livelihood; Financial management skills;

Management competencies; Building on existing skills

Development of communication skills; Basic rights;

Awareness of social issues; Leadership development

Disaster risk reduction and management;

Environmental management

Empowerment Through Capability Building

Collective participation; Realization of capability; Self-determination of needs

and actions; Self-propelling community

Enablers in Achieving Goals

Partners for capability building; Networks and linkages with institutions;
Relationship of NGO with the community; Sense of trust in the NGO;

Realization of personal stake (sweat equity)

Challenges in Achieving Goals

Attendance in program activities; Dependence on funding; Lack of
willingness to take risk; Illegal practices in the community; Negative elements
in the community; Different priorities of the Local Government Unit

(LGU); Corruption

Table 2: Overarching Dispositional and Inferential Themes in How NGOs Operationalize the Ecological Capability Approach to

Achieve Sustainability Goals
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their programs, such as livelihood activities founded
on materials recovery and recycling, disaster resilience,
and sustainability education.

Capability Building Through
Holistic Development

Target groups of the NGOs vary according to
their priorities. Most NGOs focus on building the
capabilities of children and the youth while others
focus on the general community. NGOs who focus on
children and the youth build not just their capabilities
but also the capabilities of those who have a direct
influence on them such as their parents, caregivers, and
teachers as well as institutional agents such as schools
and local government units, addressing social inter-
linkages as mentioned by the United Nations (2015).
Aside from building the capabilities of supporting
groups in the community, NGOs also facilitate
solutions to underlying problems, contributing to
the holistic development of their communities. These
factors lead to holistic development; under this theme,
three dispositional sub-themes were found in common
among all of the NGOs: economic capability, social
capability, and environmental capability, including
resilience building.

Economic Capability. The NGOs use different
strategies to build the economic capabilities of
their communities, such as developing financial and
management competencies, technical-vocational
skills, and livelihood. Others incorporate sustainable
livelihood into their programs, e.g., climate-smart
agriculture and organic and sustainable farming. These
initiatives that involve the integration of sustainability
into livelihood programs, like the use of climate-smart
crop varieties for agriculture and biodegradable wastes
and biochar as fertilizers, are consistent with the UN’s
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development which
targets the economic, social, and environmental aspects
of development.

One of the NGOs also started initiatives following
the Just Transition framework toward a green economy
to ensure that economic transition is fair toward
and inclusive of marginalized sectors (International
Labour Organization, 2015). This involves building
competencies for green jobs for workers in declining
industries, raising awareness, lobbying for fair labor
policies and decent work opportunities, providing
access to knowledge, education, information, and
financial services, and providing resources, markets, and
green jobs. These efforts are carried out while ensuring
a consultative framework through policy dialogue.

Other economic efforts of NGOs involve helping
communities set up cooperatives and link them to
government services for their livelihood, such as in the

case of 1HH and 6UB.

Social Capability. One common approach of
NGOs is to use community organizing principles for
leadership development, raising awareness of social
issues, and building competencies on basic rights. In
building basic rights competencies, common topics
revolve around human rights and children’s rights.
There are also topics on responsible citizenship, values
formation, and community participation.

Environmental Capability and Resilience. The
NGOs build the environmental management capability
of their communities through various programs such
as raising awareness of climate change, capability
building in solid waste management, and building
capabilities in disaster risk reduction and management.
In the case of some NGOs, these initiatives resulted
in less garbage output, proper garbage segregation,
and the use of compost pits in households. There
were also some NGOs, such as 8WYV and 4IC, that
started initiatives on the circular economy by raising
awareness, capacitating program partners, and helping
communities set up materials recovery facilities.

Seven of the nine NGOs have programs on disaster
risk reduction (DRR) and management that involve
raising awareness of climate change, building the
competencies of their target communities in disaster
risk reduction, and partnering with schools to integrate
climate change and DRR in educational curricula. The
NGOs also tailor-fit their DRR programs based on
the prevalent disasters in the geographic locations of
their communities.

Furthermore, the NGOs integrate sustainability
into their livelihood programs by considering resources
in the local environment and promoting the protection
of marine life along with sustainable agriculture and
organic farming to prevent slash-and-burn farming.
'This is evident in the efforts of SWV, which integrates
concepts of the circular economy and organic, climate-
smart agriculture into their livelihood programs, and
in 7CY’s framework that aims to promote green jobs
in agriculture.

Empowerment Through Capability Building

'The building of economic, social, and environmental
capabilities leads to holistic development, which
empowers the communities and gives them choices
to lead their lives. This dispositional theme is common
among the NGOs as they all aim to transform their
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target communities toward self-reliance. All the NGOs
define sustainability as the ability of their communities
to carry on what they started with their programs even
after the NGOs are no longer working with them.
Hence, the NGOs empower their communities by
building on their existing skills, making them aware of
their rights, and giving them a platform to participate.

The ecological dimension of the communities’
capabilities and the context of how this supports
their functioning and the exercise of their other
capabilities—be they economic, social, or in the aspect
of resilience—is supportive of the expansion of their
choices and freedom consistent with Sen’s definition of
the CA. This concept of holistic development leads to
the building of the communities’ confidence to achieve
their goals and a sense of dignity from the trust and
respect they get from others.

Enablers in Achieving Goals

All the NGOs cite the importance of enablers in
achieving the goals of their programs. These enablers
vary depending on the type of work done by an NGO.
Common enablers are program partners who help
the NGOs facilitate their programs and build the
capabilities of the communities. These partners are
usually the LGUs, community leaders, and schools.
The level of the partners’ commitment contributes
significantly to the NGOs’ desired outcomes.

Other enablers relevant to achieving the intended
outcomes of the NGOs are their good relationships
with the communities and the communities’ sense of
trust in the NGO. This sense of trust is also related
to the communities’ openness to participating in
the programs.

Challenges in Achieving Goals

Despite the enablers, the NGOs encounter several
challenges that deter the achievement of their goals.
A common challenge is encouraging target groups to
participate, particularly at the program’s outset. This
reluctance often stems from a lack of interest and
concerns about lost income during participation days,
among other factors.

Another challenge for the NGOs is their
dependence on funding as this impacts the
implementation of their programs and certain factors
like program cycle duration. It may also limit what they
can do with their activities as funders may have certain
requirements or restrictions prior to funding.

Some challenges mentioned, such as low literacy
rates, happened during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Others are more systemic, such as illegal practices and
negative elements in the community, corruption, and
program partners having different priorities, especially

the LGUs.

Discussion

Community Empowerment
The desired outcome of the NGOs is to have

thriving communities that are empowered and self-
reliant. The level of empowerment resulting from
the social interactions triggered by the NGOs gives
the communities more autonomy and expands their
choices. This is consistent with how Sen defines the
CA—giving communities opportunities to achieve a
life they can effectively lead (Centeno, 2020; Karimi et
al.,2016). However, all the NGOs provided more than
the usual socio-economic programs as they endeavored
to achieve sustainability, making their work consistent

with the Ecological CA.

NGOs use their programs as their instrument
in social interaction with their target communities
to develop the latter’s capabilities. These strategic
interventions for community development boost
community action, participation, and their capacity
to become active agents in their own development

(Gilchrist & Taylor, 2016).

These social interactions are deepened further
through stakeholder engagement in the different
stages of the program cycle. The NGOs involve their
respective communities in each step of the process,
giving them opportunities to localize and contextualize
interventions. Consistent with findings in the literature,
this strategy resembles the Asset-Based Community
Development Approach which focuses on the assets
of communities and builds on existing opportunities to
raise social capital that allows them to determine their
own development (Harrison et al., 2019; Stoltenberg
Bruursema, 2015).

Holistic development on an individual level
involves developing several aspects of a person that may
include physical, socio-emotional, cognitive, and moral
dimensions (Lunga et al., 2022). This enables them to
expand their choices (Garcés Velastegui, 2020) and
have more “freedom to achieve well-being” consistent

with the definition of the CA (Sen, 1979).
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Aside from capacity building that focused on
developing skills and competencies, there were also
programs that led to capability building, namely, active
processes for providing resources (Dutrénit et al., 2013;
Milen, 2001) and opportunities for well-being (Sen,
1979; Centeno, 2020), leadership, and higher levels
of functioning (Sen, 1979; Robeyns & Byskov, 2023).

NGOs recognize the role of the community in
a person’s holistic development and well-being. This
is consistent with the idea that holistic development
is better attained through community participation
(Thomas, 2022). Thus, NGOs use different strategies
involving their communities as “reinforcement social
capital,” organizing them for more effective community

development (Abiddin et al., 2022).

Leadership development is another common
strategy used by NGOs to advance the representation
of their communities in the different aspects of
their programs. This is consistent with transforming
communities toward self-reliance (Greenspan et
al., 2022) and developing self-esteem and self-
confidence through social participation in community-
based activities (Dehi Aroogh & Mohammadi
Shahboulaghi, 2020).

Among the enablers mentioned was the sense of
trust the communities have with the NGOs, consistent
with literature saying that there is an intention to
participate when participants perceive an NGO to be
trustworthy and reliable (Leung et al., 2022). Among
the challenges NGOs encounter, funding is critical to

how they deliver programs (Abiddin et al., 2022).

CONDITIONING:
Underdeveloped community
Pragram thrusts of NGO

T1

Developing Meta-Capabilities

Interestingly, all the NGOs develop meta-capabilities,
recognizing the role of ecological systems in exercising
human abilities (Holland, 2008b). Holland (2012)
considers environmental meta-capability as a broad
system providing ecological context that supports
human development. This is grounded on Nussbaum’s
(2011) idea that material support from the environment
is needed to exercise human capabilities.

The NGOs act as social agents that influence how
communities interact with their environment, e.g.,
preserving marine resources, preventing slash-and-burn
farming, and managing solid waste. This recognizes that
a share of resources from the environment is crucial for
communities to carry out capabilities and function
properly for their well-being (Holland, 2008b; Peeters
et al., 2015). To achieve this, the NGOs also have
cross-sectoral partnerships considered important for
development (Vestergaard et al., 2021). For example,
aside from providing sustainable livelihood training
and assistance, the NGOs are also instrumental in
strengthening social networks, promoting membership
in cooperatives, and facilitating linkages to government
institutions to support the livelihood of their
communities, helping them stabilize their finances

(Daly et al., 2020; Tikadar et al., 2022; Tran, 2022).

These efforts are consistent with findings on how
recent development approaches are more focused
on how the economy, society, and environment can
be linked together with more holistic, coherent, and
integrated approaches (Strange & Bayley, 2008; United
Nations, 2015).

SOCIAL INTERACTION:
Capabi“ty Building through Halistic Frograms of NGO

Collective Participation
Empowerment of Community

T2

T3
MORFHOGENESIS:

Self-determination of neads and actions
Self-propelling community

T4

Figure 1: Proposed Framework on how NGOs can Operationalize the Ecological Capability Approach to Achieve Sustainability
Goals (based on the morphogenetic sequence of Archer, 2020)
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Theoretical Implications

To understand the transformation of an underdeveloped
community into an empowered one, it is important
to see the interplay of the agents with their existing
structures and culture. The NGO enters a community
with all its existing social and cultural structures, e.g.,
power structures, social networks, values, and beliefs,
among many elements. The NGO navigates these
conditions for its projects, involves the community,
and helps facilitate the transformation of individuals
and eventually the larger community. The NGO acts
as a social agent that initiates the development of the
capabilities of the community; in the process, the latter
becomes a trigger for further social interactions, i.e.,
communities become agents themselves in developing
their ecological capability and attaining a state where
they have the freedom to make choices for their
own sustainable development (see Figure 1). These
are seen in the inferential themes that highlight their
collective participation in the programs, the realization
of their capability, the self-determination of their needs
and actions, and their transition to a self-propelling
community. This is also consistent with their structural

and cultural change or morphogenesis (Archer, 2020).

In the context of an underdeveloped community,
an NGO operationalizes the Ecological CA and
becomes the trigger for social interactions using the
principles of community development. The community
then becomes the agent of their own development.
With the existence of both challenges and enablers
in achieving their sustainability goals, NGOs act as
a trigger in building the capabilities of communities,
leading them to become empowered communities with
the agency to determine their needs and actions.

This mental model highlights the importance
of the NGO as a trigger of transformation, which is
achieved by patiently navigating the existing structures
and culture in the community, engaging community
members even as they are being developed through the
programs, and aiming to have them eventually stand
on their own.

Practical Implications

'The proposed framework seen in Figure 1 shows how
other NGOs can be guided in adopting the Ecological
CA in building the capabilities of their communities
for the latter to achieve empowerment and become self-
propelling. Based on the results of this study, NGOs
can be creative with their strategies and execution of
programs that involve co-creating their strategies with
their communities.

It is also critical that strategies are localized and
contextualized based on the realities of the community.
Most NGOs develop local frameworks and use the
bottom-up approach to create their programs. This
has been proven effective and evident in how NGOs
have built on the existing skills of their communities,
provided livelihood training based on available
resources, involved their communities in the different
program processes, and developed community leaders.
Using the principles of community organizing as
most NGOs do, they are seen to be effective in
empowering communities.

Based on the programs implemented by NGOs,
capabilities can be grouped under economic, social,
and environmental categories. However, there
are interrelationships among the three, and they
are intertwined in corresponding with the needs
of communities, highlighting the importance of
holistic development.

With the development of capabilities, it is
important to note that self-determination of needs is
critical to a community’s empowerment process. Given
the limitations of NGOs, prioritizing which capabilities
to develop based on the community’s context is crucial
for achieving their sustainability goal.

Conclusion, Limitations, and
Recommendations

In operationalizing the Ecological CA to achieve
sustainability goals, NGOs working on poverty
alleviation act as agents that trigger social interactions
in their communities through various strategies carried
out with the execution of their programs. NGOs build
the capabilities of their communities through holistic
development that involves building economic, social,
and environmental capabilities.

It is interesting to note that sustainability for
NGOs is defined as the transformation of the
community toward self-reliance, an ability to propel
themselves forward even after the NGO has left and
moved on. With the presence of challenges and enablers
specific to the context of each community, building
these capabilities facilitates their transformation toward
becoming self-propelling, making them realize their
sustainability goal.

This study contributes a framework that
summarizes how NGOs operationalize the Ecological
CA using a strategy involving 1) conditioning, 2) social
interaction, and 3) morphogenesis based on Archer’s
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(2020) morphogenic sequence. In practice, this
transformation of communities is triggered by NGOs
through social preparation, community organization,
and program implementation, leading to self-
determination of needs and actions and transformation

toward being self-propelling.

NGOs achieve sustainability goals through
collective participation which involves building on
existing skills and resources and co-creating strategies
with the community. Becoming self-propelling involves
the holistic development of communities’ economic,
social, and environmental capabilities along with their
resilience. Such an approach leads to the eventual
attainment of their sustainability goals based on
the triple bottom line because these capabilities are
not stand-alone aspects; rather, they are intertwined
capabilities that correspond to what communities value
for their well-being.

Further research can strengthen these findings by
expanding the number of respondents. The framework
can also be used to investigate other NGOs with
different foci to see if the model holds for them.
Potential subjects include other NGOs working on
the environment, climate, and justice.
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