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The world is undergoing a period of
major economic and social change. It is
not always clear what the effects of
these changes will be on civil society,
but there are some emerging trends civil
society must to take into account. For
civil society generally, and NGOs
specifically, the worst possibility is that
we ignore or deny the importance of
understanding and adapting to these
challenges. 

Whilst the ‘developed’ economies are
facing a continuing recession, which is
unlikely to lift for several years, many
so-called emerging economies are
growing at remarkable rates. This
conjunction is leading to several clear
trends. Firstly, many aid agencies (both
official donor agencies and NGOs) are
withdrawing from the newly classified
middle-income countries such as
Cameroon, Cambodia and Lesotho.1

Therefore it is important that we look at
how this is affecting local civil societies,
and particularly how local NGOs are
coping with a post-aid environment.

Secondly, as some traditional donors see
their budgets shrink there will be
implications for previous recipients in
developing countries, international NGOs
based in donor countries and even the
UN system, which is still dependent
upon traditional donors for its income.
Thirdly, as part of the changing balance
of global economic power new donor
agencies are being established in
previous aid recipient countries, while
the roles of Western-based INGOs are
being revised. 

Another clear trend seen across the
globe has been the re-engagement of
civil society with the political issues of
the day. Whether on the streets of Cairo,
Moscow, Santiago or Washington, we
are seeing the emergence of a new
generation who feel that the old

consensus politics and state dominance
of debates are no longer reason to hold
back from protest. Civil society groups
are realising that decisions affecting
citizens require action and debate, not
merely passive acceptance. Despite the
attempts to limit the space for civil
society in some countries, a new
generation is actively questioning the
nature of the state, its social foundations
and the right of leaders to ignore their
citizens.2

Challenges to established
organisations

These broad trends are a challenge to
established organisations, especially
those NGOs which have developed
around the aid industry and its funding.
For some the challenge is the loss or
reduction in their funding, while others
face a more profound challenge to their
roles. Many accepted ways of working
are becoming less relevant and many
NGO leaders are either in denial, or
unable to adapt to the changes around
them.

Further, the increasing sub-contracting
of service delivery to NGOs from
governments and official donors is
leading to the commoditisation of
development. Development is being
packed into discrete services (for
example, immunisation, new seeds,
microcredit), on a short-term contractual
basis. This is moving many NGOs closer
to the commercial sector (with which it
now competes for such contracts) and
away from its civil society roots. 

The future arguably lies in a complete
rethink of how partnerships, alliances
and networks work best. Recent studies
have shown that large INGOs do not
necessarily have more impact through
their advocacy than small organisations,
except in cases where they are able to
help different actors link up around a

Emerging trends and civil society 

1 DFID, UK Aid: Changing lives, delivering results. March 2011: London, DFID.
2 Tiwana, M. and N. Belay (December 2010) ‘Civil Society: The clampdown is real. Global Trends 2009-2010’, Johannesburg: CIVICUS, and CIVICUS (August 2011) ‘Bridging the
gaps: Citizens, organisations and dissociation. Civil Society Index summary report 2008-2011’, Johannesburg: CIVICUS. 

3 Atkinson, J. and M. Scurrah (2009) Globalizing Social Justice: The Role of Non-Government Organizations in Bringing about Social Change, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

common cause.3 The idea that we need
global branding for international
advocacy is almost certainly
unsubstantiated by the practice. Creating
new alliances will mean some
unlearning and some creative thinking
about how to make such alliances work
based on cooperation rather than
competition, which unfortunately has
become a dominant paradigm for many
international INGO networks.

The future arguably lies in a
complete rethink of how
partnerships, alliances and

networks work best.

Three main issues

The focus of much development now
centres on three main issues. Firstly,
poverty is still with us but the focus
seems to have moved to poor countries
rather than poor people. Development
agencies need to think where they stand
on this important debate. It is unclear
why more NGO donors have not revised
their focus to look at the continuing
poverty in some of these newly affluent
countries, and what they should do
about this.

Thus, inequality and marginalisation are
increasingly important issues given the
failure to eradicate poverty despite the
rapid growth in many emergent
economies. Secondly, the issue of
climate change is increasingly of
concern to groups across the world, and
affects rich and poor countries alike.
Despite slow progress in international
fora, this is an issue that none of us can
ignore.

Thirdly, for many donors security and
national self-interest are increasingly
drivers of their international aid
programmes. Whilst Western donors
have focused on security and counter-
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Which civil society is at the crossroads?
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In April 2010, four civil society support
organisations came together for a two-
day gathering in The Hague. PRIA
(India), CDRA (South Africa), EASUN
(Tanzania) and PSO (Netherlands) have
worked together on various occasions.
This session aimed at deepening our
collaboration by exploring the essence
of what a purposeful relationship
meant to each of us. Besides sharing
the stories of our organisations, the
changing contexts in which we
operate, our plans, dreams and
challenges, we identified two issues
that we felt connected us strongly.
Firstly, we are all concerned about civil
society and its roles, capacities,
contributions and space. Secondly, our
own organisations were facing serious
challenges related to these same
issues. We concluded that in order to
understand the roles, capacities and
space of civil society, including our
own, we had to revisit civil society and
reconnect to it, starting from our own
local contexts. 

That is in a nutshell how the idea for our
current ‘Civil Society at Crossroads’
initiative was born. Meanwhile, other
individuals and organisations interested
in strengthening civil society, such as
INTRAC (UK) and ICD (Communication
and Development Institute) from Uruguay
have joined this collective reflection and
systematisation process about the future
of civil society around the world. We
start from a strong belief in civil society,
defined as the collective actions initiated
by citizens for shared public goods and
purposes.

Grassroots actions are taking place
around the globe, in the North, South,
East and West. It is important to
understand the commonalities and
differences of these actions at this
juncture. What are the bottom-up
dynamics of civil society? What
capacities and contributions can be built
on? What does this mean for future roles

terrorism, many donors, including many
new donors, are also focused on trade
and access to raw materials. It is a myth
that new donors do not have conditional
aid; the difference is that they are less
concerned with political conditionality
and more about conditionality tied to
terms of trade. 

What is not in doubt is that we will see
new issues emerge, and reactions and
adaptation to these trends from civil
society. This means some organisations
may close while others change and
thrive. 

Brian Pratt
Executive Director, INTRAC
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of civil society in promoting inclusion,
equity and justice? 

Initial explorations in our own countries
in 2011 confirmed that civil society is at
crossroads, or a junction or a
roundabout; where choices have to be
made regarding future direction. In East
Africa, civil society leaders voiced
concerns around being increasingly
isolated as strong civil society players;
and some are aligning themselves to the
dominant political discourse by taking up
positions in government. And a lack of
confidence and self-conviction in civil
society has led to weak strategies and
no authentic commitment to social
change beyond ‘welfare-ist’ service
delivery.4

The state of civil society should 
be seen in the light of the state 
of our societies as a whole.

In Malawi, recently the role of civil
society has had to change drastically
due to the government’s undemocratic
practices, so that it continues to be
relevant in light of these practices.
However, civil society is only waking up
slowly to its task, after having been
asleep for years as the government was
more or less producing results. The
Dutch context shows how a substantive
civil society in the Netherlands has
become highly dependent on
government subsidies and an attached
(over)regulation. This has led to serious
questions of identity, legitimacy and a
larger disconnect from wider civil
society. Problems have become even
more evident now that the subsidy
system is changing.    

Civil society is a natural social
phenomenon

Identifying these crossroads led to some
observations, one being that the state of
civil society should be seen in the light
of the state of our societies as a whole.

Civil Society at 
a Crossroads?

INTRAC is one of five civil society
support organisations currently
involved in a collective reflection
process about the future of civil
society around the world. The group
aims to address the question of
'what are the roles, capacities,

contributions and limitations of

civil society in the changing local

and global contexts?'

The group has identified key
trajectories and events in the 21st
century that have brought civil society
to a crossroads, and the key
questions that these raise for the
future of civil society.

The group will produce publically
available materials for both
practitioners and policymakers arising
out of these reflections.

You can find out more, and download
the latest resources, at
www.intrac.org/pages/en/civil-

society-at-a-crossroads.html
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