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THE NGO SECTOR IN TRANSITION 

Under the influence of a changing world Belgian NGOs working in the 

field of development cooperation are in transition. 

This ‘changing world’ does not only impact on the content of the work 
of NGO’s, such as the thematic priorities and geographic focus of their 
work. It also impacts on the conditions in which NGOs work such as 
shifts in expectations of different stakeholders, their funding context, 
etc.  

Both challenges are stimulating NGOs to take on new roles and 
positions both in Belgium as well as internationally. These new roles and 
positions in turn demand that NGOs rethink how they organize 
themselves internally and through collaborations.  

It also urges the sector as a whole to reflect on its future role and 
positioning. In a time where civil society’s space is shrinking , the balance 
between state, market and civil society is shifting and multi-stakeholder 
partnerships are presented as a ready-made solution, a rearticulation of 
the role and specificity of civil society in relation to its counterparts is 
needed. 

In this context ngo-federatie is organizing a ‘future reflection 

trajectory’ for its members to structure this transitioning process on 

the level of the sector.   
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THEMES ALONG WHICH THIS TRANSITION 

TAKES PLACE 

We suggest the following four themes to structure the reflection about 

this transition:  

 THEME 1: POSITIONING OURSELVES IN THE BELGIAN (CIVIL) 

SOCIETY LANDSCAPE. This theme addresses the added value 

Belgian NGOs bring to Belgian society, and other civil society actors 

in it. 

 THEME 2: POSITIONING OURSELVES IN THE GLOBAL AGENDA 

AND SPHERE. This theme addresses how Belgian NGOs contribute 

to the realization of development agendas worldwide, and how they 

position themselves in an increasingly globalizing world. 

 THEME 3: COLLABORATIONS BEYOND CIVIL SOCIETY. This 

theme addresses the types of collaborations NGOs establish 

beyond civil society, and what can be expected from these 

collaborations in terms of contributing to achieving the mission of 

the NGOs. 

 THEME 4: MAKING SURE WE CAN ACT. This theme addresses the 

impacts on the internal functioning of NGOs of the above three 

themes, and of the larger understanding of the changing world 

NGOs operate in. 

Let’s do this together 

To react adaptively, both as individual organizations as well as on a 

sector level, a sound understanding of this ‘changing world’ and what it 

means for NGOs is required. Furthermore, it is important to reflect 

collectively, and share concrete examples of how the transition is being 

materialized. This will be further explored over the coming pages, and 

through the upcoming questionnaire and four thematic ateliers 



 
4 

 

HOW DOES THIS TRANSITION 

MATERIALIZE? 

Reconsidering one’s own ‘logical narrative’ 

Many steps have been and are being taken by NGOs, such as entering 

alliances with other civil society actors in Belgium, fundamentally 

reviewing the relationship with ‘local partners’, transfer of roles and 

responsibilities from head offices to regional offices, etc. Every NGO 

transitions in its own way, and at its own pace – consistent with its 

‘logical narrative’: the coherence between what an NGO believes and 

stands for, what it does, why, and how it does that. 

Criticism against the sector can be understood as criticism towards this 

‘logical narrative’. Criticism often addresses very specific practices or 

aspects of an NGO. But, the essence is that confirmation is sought 

around how organisational fundamentals, strategy and making that 

strategy operational all fit together in a logical and credible story one 

can believe in.   

Fig: The logical narrative of an NGO 
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Reclaiming our civil society space 

The critique on NGOs is furthermore to be understood in the changing 

societal and political context. The societal consensus on issues such as 

the role of civil society organisations and on moral principles such as 

human rights has dissolved into a society where more polarized voices 

are leading the debates. As the borders between state, private sector, 

citizens and civil society are increasingly blurred and the place and role 

of society is put under pressure, NGOs are also challenged to reclaim its 

‘civil society’ space. 
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5 GLOBAL TRENDS AT THE BASIS FOR THE 

NEED TO TRANSITION  

NGOs came into being in a context that is radically different from the 

context today. To imagine the future, NGOs need to get a grasp of this 

changed context in which we are working.  

Many different future-looking explorations have yet been undertaken 

by NGOs and think thanks over the last couple of years. Different 

agendas are at play, and different sources summarize the relevant trends 

differently.  

We provide a short introduction into what international literature 

identifies as main global trends: 

• Trend 1: The Changed Geography of Development  

• Trend 2: The Changed Politics of Development 

• Trend 3: The increasing complexity of development work 

• Trend 4: Reaching planetary boundaries 

• Trend 5: Technology advances 

 

This introduction reflects what is known today, or thought to be known. 

As change is rapid and multi-fold, some elements may ‘expire’ soon, or 

may have already been addressed by some or all the NGOs in the sector.  

 

  

 

  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1H1uvL8iQcHLyYeyq07WpakPsXNatwhIQxYToWvpFeno
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1H1uvL8iQcHLyYeyq07WpakPsXNatwhIQxYToWvpFeno
https://www.ngo-federatie.be/toekomsttraject2030/trend1
https://www.ngo-federatie.be/toekomsttraject2030/trend2
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VIEWS FROM (SEMI-) EXTERNAL 

EXPERTS  

Different views on the role and legitimacy of NGOs both with respect 

to their functioning as well as with respect to the broader societal 

transformation, are interesting to feed the reflection on one’s future. 

Therefore, a series of interviews has been conducted with (semi-) 

external witnesses. The results have been collated thematically.  

Reading through these quotations from the interviews, one will note 

that the experts spoken to are mostly ‘external’ to the sector. There is a 

certain distance to the day-to-day reality of NGOs working in 

development cooperation. Die externe blik was belangrijk voor ons. In 

de volgende stappen:  bevraging en ateliers, verzamelen we de blik van 

collega’s binnen de sector. 

 

Not all NGOs have to develop the same 

collaborations and deploy the same strategies. 

Diversity in the sector is a plus, also because 

it stimulates innovation and renewal.” 

One quote of many you can read in this resume. 

  

“ 

https://www.ngo-federatie.be/system/files/2019-03/190225_033_ft_interviews_ODS.pdf
https://www.ngo-federatie.be/system/files/2019-03/190225_033_ft_interviews_ODS.pdf
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