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Revised Compendium of Principles for NGO Good Practice (2025)
Recommended by CoNGO to
Non-Governmental and Civil Society Organizations

This version of the Compendium of Principles for NGO Good Practice was approved by the 28th General Assembly of the Conference of Non-Governmental Organizations in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations on October 28, 2025. It is a revision of the initial version approved by the 27th General Assembly of the same conference on November 29, 2021, held in New York and online. The 2021 Compendium was created and submitted to the Assembly by the CoNGO Board, which consulted with CoNGO members, substantive NGO committees, and the broader civil society community. The 2025 revised version, which introduces a new Section E, was presented to the Assembly as a recommendation from CoNGO President Liberato Bautista’s Presidential Report. The revised text resulted from consultations with CoNGO officers, members, and UN entities involved in information and communication technologies and artificial intelligence. The Compendium is not meant to serve as a Rules Book or imply sanctions. Instead, it functions as a guidance document based on years of experience in relationships among and within NGOs, especially those with consultative relationships within the United Nations System. The Compendium may be revised and updated periodically to reflect changes in conditions and practices.

A.	INDEPENDENCE OF NGOs

A non-governmental organization cannot, by definition, accept control of its policy, funding, or staffing by any government or public authority, no matter how well-disposed that authority might be toward supporting and enabling civil society’s role in public life.

Whether called Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), Civil Society Organizations (CSOs), or other related terms such as Third Sector, Voluntary Agency, Extra-governmental Organization, Association, Community-based Organization, Stakeholder, or Non-state Actor, NGOs and CSOs are groups of individuals exercising their right to freely hold and express opinions on public policy, to assemble freely, and to determine their internal structures and responsibilities. These fundamental freedoms, outlined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, subsequent UN Covenants, and several regional Human Rights Conventions, establish the undeniable basis of NGO independence.

This independence does not inherently signify opposition to government policies or decrees, nor resistance to just laws. It embodies the inalienable rights of individuals, whether individually or collectively, to engage constructively in public policy discussions, to contribute positively to decision-making processes by parliaments and authorities, and to hold governments accountable and uphold ethical standards.

The independence of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) is fundamentally integral to democracy. It significantly contributes to the rule of law, which serves as the foundation for human rights and social justice. The participatory democracy fostered through the existence of active and responsible NGOs complements the representative democracy entrenched in parliamentary systems, characterized by free and fair elections conducted at regular intervals. While NGOs do not inherently represent electorates, they primarily advocate for commendable causes. (“NGOs are not just do-gooders; they are good doers”)

If governments want and expect citizens to trust them, then governments must show that they trust their citizens and independent citizens’ groups. This mutual trust must be earned and continually maintained.

B.	INDEPENDENCE VIS-À-VIS THE  UNITED  NATIONS

NGOs accredited to UN bodies or agencies are inherently dedicated to supporting and promoting the goals and values of the United Nations Charter, and they expect the same level of commitment from UN member governments, all of whom have signed the Charter and are legally bound by its provisions.

While the central NGO-UN consultative relationship is with the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)—currently governed by ECOSOC Resolution 1996/31—there are many other kinds of relationships throughout the UN System: with Specialized Agencies (e.g., UNHCR, OHCHR, UNICEF, WHO, ILO, ITU), with Secretariat entities (e.g., UN Women, UNDGC, UNEP, UNDP, WFP), and with Convention Secretariats and Conferences of Parties.

The diverse set of rules and regulations governing consultation, cooperation, or partnership established by various UN entities must, of course, be followed by the non-governmental organization (NGO) entering such relationships. However, this compliance does not mean subjugating the NGO. The NGO retains its full independence and its entitlement to the fundamental freedoms outlined in section A above.

With rigor and respect, an NGO has not only the right but also the duty, in fulfilling its mandate, to freely voice its opinions and provide honest, critical views of intergovernmental decisions and actions carried out through the United Nations.

NGOs recognize that “action by the United Nations” mainly refers to actions by the intergovernmental bodies overseeing the UN System. Such actions must also meet high ethical standards for NGOs, ensuring accountability to citizens and citizen groups. NGOs should also have access to participate in UN System discussions and the drafting of decisions, including UN General Assembly Treaties, Resolutions, and Declarations.

The contribution of competent and responsible non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to intergovernmental deliberative processes significantly enhances governmental outputs, rendering them more grounded in reality and more feasible for implementation at the ground level. Consequently, it is prudent and sensible for NGOs to endeavor to establish constructive dialogue with governmental missions to the United Nations across all UN Centres, as well as with UN Secretariat officials at all levels.

Concomitantly, it is incumbent upon governments to facilitate, enhance, and where appropriate, formalize such opportunities for dialogue, and to diligently implement decisions they have already adopted—for instance, in accordance with ECOSOC Resolution 1996/31. Advocacy efforts aimed at encouraging governments to fulfill their obligations and expand civic space constitute an honorable and enduring duty for non-governmental organizations.

The UN System and NGOs are essentially interdependent, and the world benefits when that concept is put into meaningful practice. As a former UN Secretary General stated, “For the United Nations, cooperation with civil society is not an option, it is a necessity.”

C.	COOPERATION AMONG NGOs

Every competent and responsible non-governmental organization (NGO) is dedicated to promoting “a good cause” such as gender equality, environmental preservation, refugee protection and housing, elderly rights, quality education, and human rights, among numerous others; or to combating “an evil cause,” including racism, trafficking, gender-based violence, and many more issues.

These advocacy and operational activities are individually and collectively essential for the ultimate achievement of social justice and human rights. Greater and faster progress would, however, be achieved if the manifold activities are not conducted in silos but are regarded as fundamental components for cross-sectoral collaboration, mutual learning from experiences (both positive and negative), and the reinforcement of shared objectives.

Building a critical mass at the United Nations level through the optimal utilization of non-governmental organization networks and platforms is essential for enhancing effectiveness. Competition among non-governmental organizations—for audience, funding, recognition, and the personal advancement of leaders—should give way to consultation, cooperation, and coordination, all centered on the primary interests of the peoples and communities we serve, protect, or advocate for.

What unites NGOs is more important than what divides us. This fundamental yet simple principle serves as a clear call today as we individually and collectively work toward implementing the Sustainable Development Goals, a responsibility shared by every government, organization, institution, and person.

D.	PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY AND  STANDARDS

Individuals chosen to represent an NGO must embody the organization’s values and goals through their actions and words. NGO representatives have the responsibility to be truthful, cooperative, transparent, protective of colleagues, respectful of confidentiality, non-oppressive, and committed to discussions that focus on ideas and principles rather than personalities. They must clearly uphold both fiduciary integrity and the privacy of communications. NGO representatives will consistently be attentive to issues of diversity, inclusivity, vulnerability, language capabilities, and accessibility, while demonstrating mutual respect, including respect for health protocols. It is also essential to consider the limitations of group sessions, including space and time constraints.

Discrimination, harassment, verbal abuse, humiliating language, aggressiveness, overly confident personal attitudes, and patronizing or patriarchal mindsets have no place in how NGO representatives conduct themselves.

Section E. THE ETHICAL AND RESPONSIBLE USE OF ICT AND AI
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society groups are increasingly integrating Information and Communication Technology (ICT) and Artificial Intelligence (AI) into their operational practices. This integration must uphold the dignity of individuals and respect the indivisibility of human rights, preventing digital exploitation and exclusion.
Technologies should be intentionally designed to address inequalities and promote digital inclusion, considering barriers such as gender, race, disability, age, language, geography, and socioeconomic status. Digital justice is fundamentally interconnected with broader equity efforts and should be situated within national development frameworks and local contexts.
Communication involves transmission, reception, interpretation, and response. Online platforms increase participation but lack the depth and non-verbal cues of face-to-face exchanges, which are essential for meaningful engagement. Ensuring communication rights—online or offline—is key to digital democracy and governance. Online communication should encourage participation without limiting access to decision-making.
Digital technologies must be treated as global public goods, prioritizing the common good over private interests to promote the well-being of humanity and the planet.
Robust, inclusive, and rights-based regulation of ICT and AI, alongside ethical frameworks, is vital for fostering trust and mitigating harm. This is emphasized in the UNESCO AI Ethics Recommendation, the Global Digital Compact, the UNGA Resolution on Trustworthy AI, and the Hamburg Declaration on Responsible AI for the SDGs. Governance must remain democratic and participatory, as reaffirmed in WSIS Action Lines.
ICT and AI should serve collective human development and planetary sustainability—not geopolitical rivalry. International collaboration—particularly with and for the Global South—is essential to bridging digital divides and promoting shared prosperity.
Everyone must have the right to access, create, and share information securely, with the skills and confidence to navigate the digital economy safely. ICT and AI must align with human values to prevent harm, especially in children’s learning environments, protecting future generations from technology-enabled race and gender-based violence.
Digital governance must be multilateral, inclusive, and grounded in human rights, peace, and sustainability. The WSIS Process and Global Digital Compact emphasize transparent, multistakeholder collaboration. AI systems should be regulated to prevent algorithmic bias and misuse, particularly against marginalized groups.
Civil society’s active participation is essential for developing ethical frameworks and ensuring democratic access to information. Gender justice, ecological sustainability, and cultural diversity should inform the design and deployment of AI. Technology should empower communities to thrive in digital spaces and contribute to collective well-being.
ICT and AI should advance ecological sustainability, peacebuilding, and the SDGs, in alignment with WSIS Action Lines. Digitization must strengthen both digital security (infrastructure and data) and human security (freedom from fear and want), creating a shared security foundation grounded in rights.
Technological progress must prioritize long-term public value over speed, efficiency, or profit. Innovation should be judged by its contribution to justice, care, sustainability, and human flourishing. Digital decisions today must protect future generations, ensuring a just, inclusive, and rights-based digital future for all.
___________

This Compendium of Principles for NGO Good Practice was unanimously approved on November 29, 2021, by the 27th General Assembly of CoNGO (Conference of NGOs in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations), held in New York City and online.

The revision to include Section E was unanimously approved by the 28th General Assembly of CoNGO (Conference of NGOs in Consultative Relationship with the United Nations) on October 28, 2025, during the meeting held in New York City and online.
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