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Part c: Effectiveness, strengths, and opportunities
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Discussions about what constitutes effective 
environmental work are common both within the 
trust and foundation community and amongst 
environmental groups themselves. In order to 
explore this issue we asked the chief executives 
to identify the three non-profit UK environmental 
organisations (other than their own) that they felt 
accomplish the most, given the resources at their 
disposal. They were then asked why they thought 
the organisations they had identified were effective.

This question was answered by 121 CSOs, and 
together they identified 131 different organisations 
that had accomplished good outcomes relative to 
their resources (a full list is available in Appendix 
D). This reflects the diversity of the organisations 
taking part in the survey, but also reveals differing 
understandings of what constitutes effective work.

Chart 14 shows the 25 organisations that were 
mentioned three or more times by their peers. 

10  What constitutes effectiveness?
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NUMBER OF TIMES EACH CSO MENTIONED BY RESPONDENTS
Greenpeace UK is the clear front runner, with 32 
mentions. Friends of the Earth (EWNI) and the 
RSPB tie for second place, with twice as many 
recommendations as fourth-placed WWF UK. Many 
of the CSOs in the list are household names with 
strong public brands, and indeed a strong brand was 
seen as one of the attributes of effective organisations. 
Respondents also highlighted the vital importance to 
the sector of smaller organisations, which were less 
likely to be named multiple times. Chart 15 provides 
details of the income for the 25 organisations, and 
the number of full-time-equivalent staff that they 
have working on environmental issues

Respondents felt that Greenpeace was effective 
because it has the ability to put issues on the agenda 
and give them a high profile through the use of 
direct action and clever communications strategies. 
It is prepared to be bold in its demands, and has 
strong values on which it doesn’t compromise. 
Good quality research and negotiation behind 
the scenes complement the more visible activism. 
The global nature of its campaigns (in conjunction 
with other Greenpeace offices overseas) was also 
seen as important.

Effective communications and good quality 
research were also seen as Friends of the Earth 
hallmarks, along with the ability to mobilise its 
large membership and to harness public support. 
Friends of the Earth was seen as a respected/
established organisation, which in recent years 
has been increasingly effective in its political 

 Chart 14   UK environmental organisations accomplishing the most relative to their resources 
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lobbying work. The diversity of issues on which 
the organisation works was seen as a strength, as 
was its willingness to stick with issues over time.

The RSPB is also seen as an organisation with a 
strong evidence base underpinning its work. Its size, 
with a membership of one million, gives it political 
influence, and respondents felt that the membership 
was often harnessed effectively. The organisation is 
seen as having a clear focus and strong leadership. 
It achieves good environmental outcomes through 
the work it undertakes on the ground, with its own 
nature reserves and land, and is seen as particularly 
good at collaborating with and supporting smaller 
environmental organisations.

Not all of the organisations 
shown took part in the 
survey. Some declined and 
some were not in the list of 
300 organisations invited. 
In this case the data shown 
is from their annual reports 
for the corresponding 
financial year, usually 
2011/12.

The income figures 
relate to the total income 
of the organisation.  In 
some cases income 
is being used for non-
environmental work.  The 
FTE environment staff 
figure therefore provides a 
more accurate indication of 
capacity.

1  Many of the National 
Trust’s 5,285 FTE staff 
will not be working on 
environmental issues but 
we were unable to get a 
breakdown of this, so have 
included the total staff 
figure from their accounts.

2  The Marine 
Conservation Society’s 
income in 2011/12 was 
boosted by a one-off grant 
of more than £2.7 million

3  Aggregated income 
and staff figures for the 
28 organisations that 
make up the Groundwork 
Federation. 
 

CSO InCOme (£) FTe envIrOnmenT  
   STaFF

Greenpeace UK 13,151,726 89 

Friends of the earth 10,147,715 146 

rSPB 119,677,000 1,683 

WWF UK 66,177,000 312 

The national Trust 435,918,000 5,285 1

Buglife 1,010,912 27 

Butterfly Conservation 3,288,483 55 

Clientearth 3,276,405 52 

The Wildlife Trusts 137,000,000 2,090 

Marine Conservation Society 4,879,240 2 47

Green alliance 1,162,739 14 

Sustrans 48,872,000 183 

Woodland Trust 31,878,704 291 

Environmental Investigation Agency 1,370,000 27 

Fern 1,475,373 10 

Global Witness 7,863,000 19 

38 Degrees 1,402,466 2.5 

e3G 1,570,000 25 

Fauna & Flora International 17,387,616 368 

Forum for the Future 3,800,000 64.2 

Groundwork 3 131,000,000 1,900

new economics Foundation 3,286,061 12 

Soil association 8,983,634 182 

Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust 16,931,000 114 

Wildlife & Countryside Link 190,212 5 

 Chart 15   UK environmental organisations’ income and numbers of full-time-equivalent staff working on environmental issues
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The 121 responses to the question about why 
these organisations were effective were aggregated 
together and grouped into 41 categories. The top 
ten attributes are shown in Chart 16.

It is unsurprising that a clear mission and vision, 
plus strong leadership are seen as important, 
although there was some tension between 

respondents who saw a tight focus on a limited 
number of issues as a virtue (the great majority 
of respondents) and those who saw a willingness 
to work on a diversity of topics as a strength. 
Expertise also emerges as an important attribute, 
in the categories evidence-based/good research and 
expertise/skilled staff, reinforcing the point made 
in Section 8 above. Given that advocacy is the most 

NUMBER OF TIMES EACH ATTRIBUTE MENTIONED BY RESPONDENTS
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 Chart 16   Top ten attributes of effective environmental organisations, as seen by their peers

widely used approach amongst the organisations 
taking part it is not surprising that effective 
policy work is seen as an important attribute of 
effectiveness. The importance of having a large 
membership and being able to engage the public is 
also clear. Finally there is the ability to collaborate 
with other organisations and to be creative and 
innovative in response to changing circumstances.

By contrast, risk-taking received just four 
mentions, as did working with non-traditional 
audiences. Other attributes that were identified 
as important but which received relatively low 
rankings were independence (7), focused on value 
changes (8), and persistence/patience (10).

What are the implications? 

The similarity in perspectives from CSOs 
and foundations is interesting, with both 
groups putting a lot of emphasis on attributes 
that might be described as managerial 
or ‘professional’ in nature. These include 
being focused, communicating well, doing 
good research, engaging members and the 
public, having strong management, and so 
on. By contrast, risk-taking, independence, 
changing values, and engaging non-traditional 
audiences were seen as less important. What 
would it look like if the sector was to InnOvaTe 
and take more risks in the future? What would 
be needed in order to allow that to happen?
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a foundation perspective 
The responses from environmental CSOs are 
complemented by those from 37 foundations that 
are members of EFN, who were also asked which 
environmental organisations they feel achieve the 
most relative to their resources.  Chart 17 shows 
the organisations receiving two or more mentions 
from foundations.

Six organisations, Greenpeace UK, ClientEarth, 
Green Alliance, New Economics Foundation, 
Friends of the Earth and WWF UK appear in both 
Chart 14 and Chart 17. The fact that Carbon 
Tracker appears in second place in the foundation 
list is interesting, given that this is a relatively 
new initiative. It suggests that foundations may 
be well placed to spot emerging new ideas and 
approaches, given that they have something of 
a bird’s eye view of the sector. The European 
Climate Foundation is first and foremost a grant-
making organisation, and is not based in the UK, 
but has been included in the list as foundation 
peers clearly find its work important.

Looking at the reasons that foundations gave for 
why they saw organisations as being effective, 
Greenpeace was seen as being focused, strategic, 
and large enough to create change, uncompromising 
in its values but tactically pragmatic. Carbon 
Tracker was identified for the quality of its research 
combined with its ability to garner broadsheet 

media coverage for its analysis. ClientEarth was 
seen as effective because it focuses on providing 
legal expertise to the sector, acting strategically and 
imaginatively and winning some important cases.

In general, foundations highlighted the following 
reasons for why organisations were effective: 

a) that they are tightly focused; b) their work is 
evidence-based; c) they have clear strategies; d) 
they are effective at engaging local populations; 
e) they have ‘niche expertise’ (for example 
ClientEarth in legal work, or Green Alliance in 
politics); and f) they are successful at securing 
media coverage.
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 Chart 17   UK environmental organisations achieving the most relative to their resources, as seen by EFN foundations
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We were also keen to get an understanding of 
what chief executives saw as the environmental 
sector’s biggest strengths. Chart 18 summarises 
the responses from 126 CSOs. 

Responses were dominated by what might be termed 
‘people qualities’.  Many respondents talked about 
the dedication, passion, commitment and enthusiasm 

Expertise and a commitment to evidence-based 
work were again seen as strengths of the sector, as 
in the assessment of what makes for an effective 
environmental organisation.

In addition the sector is seen as being creative and 
innovative, and often quite good at collaborating. 
The diversity of the sector, in terms of different 
types of groups with different approaches and 
tactics, is also seen as a core strength.

The word cloud opposite gives a visual sense of 
the strengths of the sector. ‘Recognition of harm’ 
is used as shorthand for the sense that members of 
the public recognise that environmental impacts 
are increasing.

Foundation staff responding to the same question 
echoed many of the responses from environmental 
CSOs, identifying passion/commitment/enthusiasm 
as the top strength of the sector, with the strong-
evidence base and expertise of many groups in 
second place. Widespread trust amongst the public 
was also seen as a particular strength.

What are the implications? 

Both leaders within the sector and philanthropic 
foundations supporting it see the sector’s key 
strengths as passion, commitment, hard work 
etc, rather than an ability to effect change as 
such. How could the sector InnOvaTe in order 
to capitalise on its strengths going forward, so 
as to deliver greater change?

11  The sector’s biggest strengths
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 Chart 18   Strengths of the environmental sector – responses with 10 or more mentions

of their staff, volunteers, and supporters.  There was 
a sense that hard work pervades the sector.

As a result of these qualities and the cause itself 
there is perceived to be wide public support, 
a good deal of trust, and large membership 
numbers for environmental CSOs, bringing 
grassroots and volunteer strength.
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 Chart 19   Biggest strengths of the UK environmental sector
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We asked the chief executives what they saw as 
the biggest opportunities and challenges for the 
sector over the next three to five years, and also 
what issues they felt were lying ‘just around the 
river-bend’, receiving inadequate attention from 
CSOs and funders.

Concerns about funding topped the list of 
responses to both the ‘challenges’ and ‘river-bend’ 
questions. These included concern about cutbacks 
in absolute levels of funding for the sector, and 
also frustration with the way in which funders 
provide support. We plan to publish a separate 
short report with a summary of comments about 
funders. The focus in this section and the one that 
follows is on opportunities and river-bend issues 
other than funding.

opportunities

Respondents identified a broad range of opportunities 
for the sector over the next three to five years, which 
were grouped into 36 different categories. The top 
categories, based on responses from 125 CSOs, are 
shown in Chart 20.

The following themes emerged:

a  The economic crisis and resulting austerity 
policies are seen by respondents as a great 
opportunity to present an alternative vision in 
relation to well-being, economic growth and 

 Chart 20   Biggest opportunities for the environmental sector over next three to five years
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consumption. There was a strong feeling that the 
public recognises that the current system is broken, 
and that they are therefore ready for alternative 
ideas. The following quote captures the idea well:

“The growing impacts of climate change will 
legitimise the kinds of approaches which many in 
the environmental sector advocate. The long-term 
stagnation of many Western economies could 
bring about new impetus to find ways to increase 
human well-being in a way that is not wholly 
dependent on economic growth and increased 
consumption.”

b  Allied to the sense of an opportunity to 
capitalise on the economic crisis there was a strong 
feeling that the public increasingly recognises 
environmental harms and impacts. For instance:

“The effect of environmental degradation is 
becoming increasingly obvious even to novices 
and/or sceptics and the impacts are being felt at 
a personal level. As a result public awareness of 
these issues has increased and we need to ensure 
that the impact of our detrimental behaviour is 
highlighted at every opportunity.”

“The very clear evidence of environmental damage 
may encourage people to feel that they must do 
something!”

“[There is a] growing realisation across all areas 
of society that extreme weather and resource 

scarcity will fundamentally change the way that 
society and businesses operate.”

This confidence was perhaps surprising given 
the number of chief executives who pointed 
to increased public apathy in respect of the 
environment when describing the challenges faced 
by the sector (Sections 14 and 15).

c  Social media tools constituted a qualitatively 
different type of opportunity in the eyes of 
respondents. There was widespread optimism 
about the potential to use new communications 
technologies to reach out to younger people 
in particular, and to enable more effective 
international collaboration.

d  The importance of working at the community 
level also came across clearly, with a feeling that 
communities needed to wrest back control of 
decision-making and to come up with solutions of 
their own making.

e  Allied to this was the need to frame 
environmental concerns in everyday terms, as 
suggested in the following quote:

“Showing that environmental improvement 
matters for people’s everyday lives, that they 
can improve health and welfare of people [is 
important]. The risk with a focus on climate only, 
though hugely important, is that people think that 
environment does not mean anything to them. 

Clean air, clean water, warmer homes, green 
spaces to enjoy all matter for people.”

f  An additional set of opportunities related 
to the way in which the sector works, with 
respondents seeing opportunities both in terms 
of reaching out to CSOs that are not traditionally 
seen as environmental, and also improving the 
collaboration between groups within the sector. 
As will be seen in the sections below, collaboration 
is also identified as a challenge for the next three 
to five years.

What are the implications? 

Responses to the survey suggested confusion 
with regard to public attitudes towards 
environmentalism, which is interesting in the 
context of the call for more expertise (SKILL-
SeTS) in relation to public opinion polling, 
strategic communications and framing. The 
need to invest reSOUrCeS in different ways 
of working also comes across, with respect 
to social media, working from the bottom up, 
engaging new constituencies, and reframing 
issues. How could these changes be achieved 
in practice? What sorts of InnOvaTIOn are 
needed? What would the implications be for 
the current modus operandi of the sector? 
What role might FUnDerS have in facilitating 
change?
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a foundation perspective 
Foundations responding to the same survey 
question shared the feeling that the public 
increasingly recognises environmental harms 
and impacts and that in this sense the political 
debate is moving towards the sector. As with the 
responses from the CSOs, foundations also saw 
increasing public apathy as a problem.  Despite 
this many of the responses from foundation staff 
were decidedly optimistic in tone:

“The lack of action on climate will sooner or later 
come up against forces that impel change, whether 
these are weather events, financial realities, or 
some sort of sea change in the way scientific 
evidence and consensus at last breaks through into 
public and political consciousness.”

“It is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore 
the fact that our environment is in rapid decline. 
Also, people may be on the lookout for something 

other than economic growth to give them hope 
and meaning.”

The other main opportunity identified by 
foundations is a widening of the sector’s base 
to outreach actively to non-environmental 
organisations and work reciprocally with a much 
wider range of civil society partners, for example 
those working on health issues, poverty and social 
justice, and with the elderly.


