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NON-GOVERNMENTAL ACTORS IN THE STRUCTURES OF THE 

ILO – AN EXAMPLE TO FOLLOW? 

 

I. Introduction 

This paper is reviewing the structure of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) in 

the light of the increasing participation of non-governmental actors in diplomacy. 

Whereas most delegates to meetings of multilateral organisations are governmental, 

ILO’s representation also includes delegates from trade unions and federations of 

employers. I will in this paper intend to answer the following questions: a) Is the structure 

of ILO ensuring that the best ideas and solutions from non-governmental actors are 

included when new policy is developed?  

b) Is the ILO working closely with its non-governmental representatives in their countries 

of origin? c) Is the ILO-model then an example to be followed by other multilateral 

organisations?  

 

II. Diplomacy  

In this paper I will use terms from Leguey-Feilleux, J.R.: The Dynamics of Diplomacy 

(2009) and Uvin P.: The United Nations and NGOs: Global Civil Society and 

Institutional Change (1998).  

 

According to Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009) diplomacy is often used rather openly and is 

also used instead of terms like foreign relations or foreign policy. He defines diplomacy 

as the following:   
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“At the core of the concept of diplomacy is the idea of communicating, interacting, 

maintaining contact, and negotiating with states and other international actors”
1
.  

 

In this paper diplomacy is used synonym to international cooperation.  

 

Multilateral diplomacy is generally understood as communication between states 

carried out during a conference attended by three or more states (Berridge, G.R. 2002). 

While bilateral diplomacy between two states often is formal, the meeting of 

representatives for more states at one place gives the representatives possibilities to act 

more informally. According to Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009) multilateral diplomacy is 

more complex than the traditional bilateral type. He claims that the larger the 

membership, the more elaborate the structure and the more complex the process.  

 

The informality often seen on multilateral meetings gives non-governmental actors more 

possibilities to participate in the process on multilateral meetings. This activity is referred 

to as Hallway diplomacy by Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009). He states that the “hallway 

diplomacy” implies NGO representatives trying to communicate with diplomats wherever 

they can be reached [....]
2
. In this paper we will be talking about the hallway diplomacy 

to a lesser extent, since the non-governmental actors already are participating from inside 

of the structures of the ILO. The reality today is that diplomacy is becoming increasingly 

inclusive of non-governmental actors like the non-governmental organizations and the 

business sector. It is not possible anymore to keep these actors out of diplomacy and 

international relations. Including these actors actively in the structures of the multilateral 

organizations therefore seems to be the natural development. The Norwegian 

Government for example is in its new white paper on the UN system positive to including 

private actors as observers in the UN. They also want to systematically include civil 

society representatives in Norwegian delegations to multilateral organizations. 

(UD/MFA, 2011-2012). 

                                                 
1
 Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009), p. 1 

2
 Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009) p. 105 
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According to Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009) however  

 

“The effect of NGO activity on the diplomatic process varies enormously with the 

issues at hand, the NGOs involved, their leadership, their networking proficiency, and the 

forums in which decisions are made”
3
.  

 

The question is thus not if, but rather how the governmental organizations will 

include NGOs in their future work.   

 

III. NGO Diplomacy  

Leaning on Uvin P. (1998) I would like to split the contribution of NGOs to diplomacy 

into four different areas, namely a) Information, policy- and decision making b) 

surveillance c) implementation and management, and d) fundraising. Additional to Uvin 

P. (1998) I would like to include fundraising as an own area d). Fundraising will play an 

increasingly important role to a UN that more and more need to engage private sector and 

individual to ensure income. I will analyze the NGOs in the ILO by looking at its 

performance within each of these four categories. In the analysis I will consider the 

following issues related to each of the four categories:  

 

a) Information, policy- and decision making:  

NGOs provide information to the UN agencies and vice versa. NGOs often are partners 

in policy formulation and decision making by UN agencies. NGOs may also affect the 

diplomatic process by rallying public support or opposition. 

 

b) Surveillance:  

NGOs monitor implementation not only of governmental commitments but also of UN 

agency policies and programs and provide feedback. 

 

c) Implementation and management:  

                                                 
3
 Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009) p. 105 
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NGOs execute projects with funds made available by UN organizations 

 

d) Fundraising 

The total Official Development Assistance (ODA) dropped in 2011 for the first time 

since 1997 (Love P. 2012). That means that the importance of private donors and the 

business sector is increasingly getting important for the UN. But how do they engage 

them in fundraising activities for the UN? 

 

IV. Analysis of the ILO 

 

Underlying the ILO’s work is the importance of cooperation between governments and 

employers’ and workers’ organizations. One could claim that ILO was way ahead of its 

time when it already at its founding in 1919 included non-governmental actors
4
.  

 

Main bodies of ILO 

The ILO accomplishes its work through three main bodies: The International Labor 

Conference, the Governing Body and the Office. These bodes consist of representatives 

of governments, as well as employers’ and workers' organizations. International labor 

standards and the broad policies of the ILO are set by the International Labor Conference, 

which meets annually. The conference is also a forum for discussion of key social and 

labor questions. 

 

Tripartism and social dialogue  

The very structure of the ILO, where workers and employers together have an equal 

voice with governments ensure that the views of the organizations are closely reflected in 

ILO labor standards, policies and programs. 

 

The ILO encourages this tripartism within its organization and member States by 

promoting a dialogue between trade unions and employers in formulating and 

                                                 
4
 Leguey-Feilleux, J.R (2009), p. 45 
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implementing national policy on social, economic, and many other issues. This dialogue 

is called social dialogue. 

 

Decent Work Agenda 

ILO’s mandate is organized around four interrelated and mutually reinforcing strategic 

objectives to achieve the Decent Work Agenda. These are: 

 

 creating jobs  

 guaranteeing rights at work  

 extending social protection  

 promoting social dialogue  

 

a)  Information, policy- and decision making: 

Since 1919 the most important work of the ILO has been the drafting of international 

labor conventions. It is today still one of its main activities. In the drafting of the 

conventions NGOs representing employers and workers play a very important role. 

Especially at the annual ILO Conference these organizations have contributed to this 

work. The delegation of member states at the Conference should consist of four 

delegates
5
: two governmental delegates, one delegate representing employers and one 

that is representing workers. The NGOs are also fully represented in the Governing Body, 

the main executive organ of the organization. Especially important is the fact that the 

NGO actors are entitled to vote independently of the governmental representatives of 

their state’s delegation.  This ensures the influence of the NGOs in all the democratic 

bodies of the organization. It also means that people with different professional 

orientations participate in the work (not only diplomatic backgrounds). This variety of 

professions should be a positive input for the elaboration of different standards. 

 

At the Conference both the employers and the workers are participating in the 

organization and are entitled to nominate each a vice president of the Conference.  Each 

                                                 
5
 ILO (2010) p. 30 
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occupational group elects 14 members for the Governing Body. There is therefore a clear 

inclusion of the occupational organizations in the structures of ILO. This ensures these 

two groups influence on information sharing, policy- and decision making throughout the 

organization. There are however limitations to this participation; It is the members of the 

ILO (the states) that nominate the occupational representatives to the national 

delegations. That means that the governments could keep critics of their own policy away 

from participation in the work of the ILO.  

 

However next to the two occupational groups the ILO seems to be rather closed to other 

NGOs according to Driessen M. According to her few organizations – even human rights 

organizations which share many of the ILO concerns – manage to participate actively in 

the organization. This is due to the fact that other NGOs than the occupational groups 

have to be officially invited to participate during the Conference. This is not done 

regularly. 

 

b) Surveillance and monitoring:  

ILO has recognised that achieving a greater number of ratifications of its international 

instruments is not enough in itself: It is how countries use these norms and standards to shape a 

national policy agenda that is critical.  Any delegate to the ILO Conference may request the 

Governing Body to appoint a commission of inquiry concerning a failure to implement a 

convention if the issue is raised by a member state. This can also be done by a 

representative of one of the occupational groups. Between the conferences the Governing 

Body can communicates information about a failure to implement a convention to a state.  

If the State does not answer or the Governing Body finds the reply unsatisfactory, it may 

publish the answer and reply.  

 

One of the most important monitoring mechanisms of the ILO is the Committee on 

Freedom of Association (under the Governing Body). The committee considers 

allegations of violations of freedom of association by member states. This committee is 

especially important for the NGOs in the member states of the ILO, since one of the most 

important conventions of the ILO is the freedom of association. Another important ILO 
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committee is the Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and 

Recommendations. It regularly reviews and reports on the application of ratified conventions. 

 

The feedback from ILOs programmes in member states is crucial for monitoring the conventions 

on the ground. The result-based framework of the programmes includes monitoring of the 

conventions. 

 

c) Implementation and management:  

Since the 1950s, the ILO has been providing technical cooperation to member states. 

Projects are implemented through cooperation between recipient countries, donors, and 

the ILO. ILO conducts more than 1000 technical cooperation programs in more than 80 

countries (Australian Aid, 2012). Many of the ILO programs involve capacity building of 

tripartite partners in the countries in which the organisation works (Australian Aid, 2012). 

Reflecting its unique structure, ILO is effective at fostering a social dialogue between the 

three actors in the countries through different programmes.  

 

Decent Work Country Programs  

Decent Work Country Programs (DWCPs) is the main tool for ILO-support to countries. 

DWCPs have two basic objectives. They promote decent work as a key component of 

national development strategies. At the same time they organize ILO expertise, 

cooperation and the social dialogue in a results-based framework. Tripartism and social 

dialogue are central to the planning and implementation of the ILO programs.  

As shown there are advantages of having national non-governmental and governmental 

partners in the countries when implementing programs. The assessment of many donor 

countries however rate the efficiency and results of the ILO as not satisfying: Whereas 

the Australian Aid (2012) analyzes ILO’s work as satisfying, DFID (2011) rate the ILO 

as less satisfying in their assessment of program implementation.  

 

d) Fundraising 

The ILO has two main sources of income (DFID, 2011). The primary source is assessed 

contributions to its regular budget, 60 per cent of which counts as Official Development 

Assistance (ODA). The regular budget has increasingly been supplemented by extra-
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budgetary support from states. However this means that the contributions to ILO are 100 per 

cent based governmental donors. For most UN organizations this is also the case. UNICEF 

has on the other side established national committees (NatComs) in the OECD-countries. The 

NatComs are legally independent of UNICEF and are usually organized as NGOs or 

foundations. Their primary role is to fundraise for UNICEF6. Approximately one third of the 

total UNICEF budget comes from the UNICEF-NatComs that do fundraising from 

individuals and the business sector (UNICEF, 2012). The ILO has a huge possibility to use 

the occupational NGOs in their structure to fundraise. This is not done today. If the ILO 

would organize a systematic approach to fundraising amongst the occupational organizations 

in the OECD-countries it could have a positive impact on the whole program work of the 

organization. In the area of fundraising the ILO therefore has a huge unused potential 

connected to the occupational organizations.  

 

4) Conclusion 

The existence of the structures to incorporate nongovernmental representation in the ILO 

demonstrates that it is possible to include NGOs’ work also in intergovernmental 

organizations. Such an inclusion can be a source of dynamism for the organization as the 

information; policy- and decision-making of the ILO have shown in this paper. In this 

paper we have seen that the model is being implemented at an international level, as well 

as at a national/local level. To have local partners when programs are implemented is an 

indisputable advantage. Nevertheless this paper has shown that the existence of national 

partners does not necessarily mean efficient program implementation. The paper has also 

shown that the ILO is a state centered organization like all others in the UN system. The 

states do select the NGO- representation in their delegations. This means that critics of 

their own policy easily can be excluded from the work in an international context. The 

tripartite model and the social dialogue therefore have strengths and weaknesses with 

regards to inclusion of nongovernmental representatives. Also the reality that other non-

occupational NGOs rarely find access basically to the ILO shows that the model is not 

perfect. 

                                                 
6
 Uvin P., 1998, p. 226 
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In order to conclude in the analysis of the ILO I will turn to the questions that I put forward at the 

beginning of the paper.  

 

 a) Is the structure of ILO ensuring that the best ideas and solutions from non-

governmental actors are included when new policy is developed? To certain a extend it 

is: the inclusion of occupational groups in all the structures ensures this. On the other side 

non-occupational NGOs rarely have access to promote their ideas. The fact that each 

government selects the non-governmental representatives to the state’s delegation to the 

ILO Congress could threaten the independence of the non-governmental representatives.  

 

b) Is the ILO working closely with its non-governmental representatives in their countries 

of origin? Through the programme implementation the ILO is. This means close 

cooperation both with the states and the NGOs. 

 

c) Is the ILO-model then an example to be followed by other multilateral organisations?  

Yes it is. The NGOs offers constructive feedback and support on information, policy- and 

decision-making, monitoring of conventions and the implementation of programmes. 

However if the ILO would combine these three functions of the NGOs with the UNICEF 

model of fundraising by national committees I believe the ILO-model would be more 

attractive to other multilateral organizations. To improve the ILO-model a structured way 

of giving other NGOs than the occupational ones should be considered. However the 

incorporated NGO-representation and inclusion in the ILO can also be seen as extra work 

from other organizations considering how to include NGOs in their work. However if the 

NGOs would contribute to the fundraising as well, it would most likely be increasingly 

interesting for the multilateral organisations to include them in their work. I am aware 

that this again could create questions around the independence of the NGOs from the 

multilateral organizations. However this is not the place to analyze that. I therefore end 

with a clear recommendation that the current ILO-model should be an example for other 

organisations. It could however be even more attractive for other by including two other 

aspects in the model: Inclusion of non-occupational NGOs and fundraising. 
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