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OUTCOME INTERVIEWS 

A total of 13 (semi-)external experts with a privileged view on civil society, NGOs or development 

cooperation have been interviewed. These interviewees included individuals working in civil society 

organisations (mainly outside development cooperation), social entrepreneurship, government, social 

movements or academia.  

The interviews were semi-structured, roughly around the following points: 

 Major trends in the operating environment of civil society and NGOs 

 Reactions of civil society and NGOs on the impact of these trends 

 Areas for improvement 

The outcomes of the interviews are presented as a series of quotes not attributed to one single 

interviewee. The quotes are sorted into general lines of thought the interviewees, across, feel the sector 

should reflect along. As such, the quotes become examples, suggestions and observations to bring to life 

a broad ‘agenda’ for the sector. 

The term ‘NGO’ and ‘sector’ refer to the Belgian sector of NGOs for development cooperation. The term 

‘civil society’ refers to the broader field of actors in civil society, active around other topics than 

development cooperation and often characterized by other ways of organizing, such as social 

movements.  
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POSITION OF NGOS IN BELGIAN (CIVIL) SOCIETY 

ENGAGING WITH THE GENERAL PUBLIC 

Trust in and perception of NGOs 

The non-profit nature of NGOs installs trust with people, but this trust is fragile. The hardest is not to 

build trust with the ones that are already aware and convinced, but with those that are further removed 

from what the sector stands and strives for. 

NGOs are perceived as an industry just like any other, and in many ways function like that. For example, 

they employ similar marketing and profit tools much alike the private sector. Moreover, some perceive 

high salaries, comfortable employment opportunities, and abuses of social status or power (primarily 

abroad) as an undue individual profit not in line with the non-profit nature of NGOs. This may be 

perception, or it may be true, but is something to reckon with. 

NGOs ‘shop’ for funding too much. They should, for the sake of credibility with the general public as 

well, put their visions and missions up front, and make fundraising subservient again. 

The greater the support and trust NGOs can build up, the lesser the need will be for formal and explicit 

checks and balances by donors. 

 

Communicating messages to the general public 

Social movements, but also NGOs, struggle to formulate messages and views that go beyond general 

terms. NGOs have systematically communicated with insufficient nuance. Whereas, they have the in-depth 

expertise available that allows to communicate differently. 

NGOs present themselves too often as being in control, and don’t communicate about the intrinsic 

complexity of development cooperation and challenges they face.  

As many development projects are inherently collaborative in nature, it is important to be modest about 

one’s own contribution in such collaborations. Claiming a collective success in name of the own 

organization, is not conducive for a productive partnership. 

There is a marked difference between what NGOs do, what they think the general public expects from 

them, and what that general public actually expects from them. Given the limited understanding of how 

development cooperation functions, the general public cannot place the critique raised against NGOs 

well, and the sector can lose a lot of support at once.  

Given the broadness of the human rights agenda many NGOs are defending, it is sometimes difficult to 

find a connection with other civil society organisations that work around one niche (e.g. environment). 

In finding an embeddedness in society this broadness can be a challenge. Hence, one should aim to link 

the different rights one is defending with a societal result (also in Belgian society) one strives for, with a 

concrete model of action for engaged citizens.  

 

Reflecting the composition of society within NGOs 

The constituency of NGOs is growing older. NGOs should aim to maintain connection with every 

generation within society. On a rolling basis, NGOs should check in with their support and volunteer base 

to understand how their interests evolve. Younger generations tend to participate more at an hoc basis, 

so the question arises who will take the place of previously full-time committed volunteers. 
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The NGO sector reflects insufficiently the diversity within our society. The higher up in the hierarchy 

of an NGO, the more limited the diversity becomes. 

 

Being change makers in Belgium 

The legitimacy of NGOs in Belgium is directly tied to how NGOs contribute to awareness raising, lobby 

and social change for international solidarity as well as inclusive, sustainable development in Belgium. 

This requires NGOs to understand the concerns of the general public in terms of inclusive, sustainable 

development, and act on that. This can be done through partnerships or reviewing the projects scope of 

NGOs in Belgium. Regardless, being, and being perceived as, an active actor and a change maker in 

Belgium is important for the credibility of the sector. Also towards its international partners. 

 

THE POLITICAL NATURE OF THE WORK OF NGOS 

Many NGOs find that they are political actors and should operate like that. However, they find it at times 

difficult to translate that into concrete action. Also, some fear the impact of being more political on the 

space for them to operate. There are also quite some NGOs that seek not to play out a more polemical 

and/or position-taking role and decide not to be too outspoken in the public sphere. The political role 

NGOs take up, has an impact on their connection with the general public, and therefore it is a 

fundamental choice to make. 

Society has evolved as such that the principle of neutrality which makes up the DNA of some NGOs is 

accepted less, and it becomes more difficult for them to stay out of political debates. For example, as the 

societal consensus around some fundamentals the sector is organised around - such as human rights - is 

eroding, defending such a fundamental might be seen as taking a political stance. 

It is not only the role and legitimacy of NGOs in development cooperation that is put in question. Civil 

society as a whole is under increased scrutiny and criticism, and asked to account for why they do what, 

and how they do that, especially when public money is involved. This is another fundamental reason for 

NGOs to connect with other actors in society and form alliances. 

 

ENGAGING WITH OTHER CIVIL SOCIETY ACTORS 

Potential of alliances between Belgian NGOs and other civil society actors 

Much more can be achieved by organisations sharing the same thinking and agenda for inclusive and 

sustainable development working together than by the sector of development NGOs working in 

isolation. This counts globally, but also in Belgium. 

Complementarity can be found between different types of civil society actors, as they all have their 

specific weaknesses and strengths. Broadly speaking, social movements have less rigid organisational 

structures; succeed to better reflect the composition of society; and deploy other strategies and means 

to realise their social commitment. Whereas established NGOs can guarantee more history, continuity 

and transparency in power structures. This difference can be a huge benefit of teaming up and could 

even be a main reason to do so.  

 

Safeguarding the global dimension in Belgian civil society 

Maintaining a global outlook and a focus on international solidarity is a challenge in our society, and 

NGOs can play an important role in that. After all, most of the problems faced today cannot be addressed 

on a country level.  
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The focus on international solidarity is the USP of NGOs. It would be useful to introduce this dimension 

more systematically into social movements and CSOs working in Belgium, in order to connect civil society 

movements in Belgium and in the South facing similar (yet different) challenges. 

 

POSITION OF NGOS IN THE GLOBAL AGENDA AND SPHERE 
A new relationship with ‘local partners’  

Europe is losing its status in the world, becoming more and more just one actor alongside many others 

on the world forum. This means a fundamentally new relation with the ‘South’ is to be given shape. If we 

turn to the sector of NGOs, the notion of power balance should be central in the relation with partners. 

A process of de-paternalisation has taken place but is yet to be completed. The ‘traditional’ 

understanding of development cooperation is dying out in this process.  

NGOs are to be more explicit about what their added value is in relation to their ‘local partners’ and the 

development challenges they themselves want to address, abroad and in Belgium.  

Development cooperation is about much more than bridging between ‘here’ and ‘there’, but about 

cooperating, across borders, as peers, part of one global social movement, collectively realising a shared 

development agenda that applies globally. ‘Local partners’ do not perceive themselves as actors in 

development cooperation, but as civil society actors in their own context, as well as engaging globally 

with like-minded partners. For example, some CSOs in Belgium do very similar things as some CSOs 

abroad do. It would be interesting to bring these more often in direct contact. 

NGOs’ programmes and strategies should be determined more by the capacities that are available in 

partner countries and with partner organisations, rather than the needs. Programmes should support 

concrete change makers. 

 

Thematics gaining importance in the global sphere 

The increase of inequality is to be interpreted as a direct threat to the values that development 

cooperation rallies around. Inequality puts civic rights under pressure, and the CSO sector has to take a 

firm stand in that and reflect it in its priorities. 

NGOs should be more radical in reducing their impact on the environment. They are to set an example 

by for example reducing travel by air, radically choosing for vegetarian food only etc. 

A lot is done in the private and academic sectors on sustainability, but this does not find its way 

sufficiently into the development sector. 

It is important to understand the impact of artificial intelligence and big data on the social fabric of 

society. 

One of the biggest threats to the sector is politics moving to the right. It is not unlikely that this will 

cause substantial unrest and conflict. The sector needs to think about how it will deal with that. 

The SDG agenda is to be reflected on in a more holistic manner. The NGO sector picks out, too often, 

those themes that are of interest to them or align with what they are already focusing on. For example, 

NGOs need to be aware of the perspective on SDG priorities in partner countries. Job creation is very 

high on the priority list in Africa, for example. SDGs should be used to understand the focus and impacts 

of the work of NGOs in a more encompassing way. 

Urbanisation is an important topic for the future. The thought experiment ‘imagine living in Lagos in 

2040’ challenges NGOs as to where they can have most added value in the future, which (old) niches 

they should abandon and which (new) ones they should adopt? 
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Future challenges are increasingly global. The protests of the ‘gillets jaunes’ illustrate that inequality is 

an international problem, not limited to the South. 

The CSO sector in Belgium is, as a whole, closely engaging in the SDG discourse. At the level of the 

individual organisations, this engagement differs a lot. As such, SDGs have not fully found their way into 

the sector. It is so far unclear whether a collective civil society dynamic will grow around the SDGs in 

Belgium, or whether the dynamic will be lukewarm, or fragmented. 

 

COLLABORATIONS BEYOND CIVIL SOCIETY 
GENERAL 

Working in multi-stakeholder settings 

NGOs have much lesser control over development then they let out to be. They are one player, whereas 

change is realised through a complex stakeholder setting, in which many different types of actors have 

many different strengths to contribute. NGOs need to collaborate with all spheres in society, as they are 

all implicated in realizing development. 

A common ground should allow to establish structural partnerships. These are preferable over ad hoc 

collaborations.  

Rather than thinking about mergers and acquisitions, the sector should look at finding complementarity 

with other organisations, also beyond the sector. Coalitions are to be formed with the like-minded; in 

unity and diversity. 

Competition between NGOs is to be avoided; the sector is already quite fragmented as it is. 

A balanced partnership is only possible if the NGO is well aware of what it stands for, and what it seeks 

through the partnership. NGOs need to be vigilant to establish balanced partnerships, and not engage in 

opportunity hopping. 

Different partnerships entail different opportunities and risks. Working with ‘local partners’ that have 

their own agenda and position in local society, in humanitarian responses, poses the question how 

principled humanitarian action can be, for example. Collaboration with the private sector is in some cases, 

by some, interpreted as co-optation. 

 

DONORS 

Donor policies 

Though it is recognised by some that development is not a linear and fully controllable process, many 

major donors are increasing managerial requirements that assume linearity - as a means to manage their 

risk - rather than leaving space for innovation and experimentation. While some other donors actively 

seek a way out of the managerial approach. Not all donors can be regarded as the same in terms of how 

solid their vision is, and how their vision aligns with their funding policies. 

The reduction of government financing of NGOs in the Netherlands has had quite substantial impacts. It 

has caused some actors to move up to the private sector; turn themselves into social enterprises etc. For 

good or for bad, it has led to more societal debate around development cooperation in the Netherlands. 

Instrumentalisation of NGOs in Belgium has remained minimal. Yet, Belgian government and NGOs 

funded by Belgian development cooperation are intimately tied together: what changes on one front will 

be reflected on the other. 

Donor and funding model diversification 
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Funding is sought mostly with known donors and known audiences, expecting to fund known projects 

and approaches. Moving away from that entails engaging with potential funders, old and new, in a 

different way. For example, funding by philanthropic organisations will become more important in the 

future as funding of government dwindles. And, as more money is perceived to become available in the 

private sector, NGOs are tapping into that. 

Diversifying funding for inter-related projects could be beneficial to innovation and experimentation in 

the sector. Also, there is need for small and large projects and programmes. Small programmes have the 

benefit of being easier to control and can be a testing opportunity for new approaches. If successful they 

can subsequently be scaled up.  

 

PRIVATE SECTOR 

Complementarity of private sector and NGOs 

One should be very conscious of how one establishes relationships with the private sector and realize 

that one needs to establish a complementary and a balanced relationship. In this relationship one should 

start from ‘what one can offer to the other’ and not from the question ‘can you help us’.  

Awareness about what the private sector and NGOs have each other to offer is increasing. The first is 

more action oriented, and the second more analytic. The non-profit sector has a tendency to focus more 

on quality than on quantity and can stimulate that to be taken over in the profit sector. Moreover, the 

NGO sector has a lot of understanding of local contexts to offer.  

NGOs can solicit the private sector to achieve common goals and take that as a starting point to set up 

collaborations.  

As such, collaboration would go beyond the exchange of benefits, but NGOs and private sector can 

become change makers together. Partnering up with the private sector can be understood as a leverage 

for change. 

 

Innovation within the private sector and social entrepreneurship 

In Belgium there is less of a well-developed culture of innovative initiatives taking on the form of social 

entrepreneurship, think for example of Tony Chocolonely and Fairphone. Yet, gradually we see some 

innovative private sector initiatives being set up that focus on contributing to a more sustainable world. 

These could be natural allies of the development cooperation sector. 

 

MAKING SURE YOU CAN ACT 
CAPACITY TO ACT 

Skills of NGOs at organizational level 

Many CSOs struggle to link thinking to action. Typical to the sector of NGOs today is that the capacity 

to analyse is greater than the capacity to synthesise. More decisiveness is needed, more flexibility, 

creativity and action.  

Whereas many CSOs are transitioning in terms of their thinking and strategizing, time and money have 

to be allocated commensurate with stated intentions. 

Professionalisation has been good for the sector. The sector has profited from it, but professionalisation 

does not make finding the appropriate language and linkages with civil society, here and abroad, less 

important. The sector needs to evolve from a managerial logic to a more transformative logic.  
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Many NGOs are specialising; there are less and less generalist NGOs, and this is positive.  

Profound and specific technical knowledge is one of the elements NGOs build their legitimacy on - not 

only in our own society, but also towards the partners they are working with. 

Working as a network and in networks is difficult and requires adapted approaches and expertise. There 

are specific conditions under which working in networks is effective. These are getting to be better 

known, and need to be actively sought for. 

The sector is not up to speed in terms of the digital revolution. Keeping up with new technology is 

challenging, but essential not only in terms of reaching a target audience, but also to stay up to date 

about how thinking evolves in the world around us. 

 

Required skills of personnel within organisations 

Over the years, project management and generalist capacities have been overly valued in the recruitment 

of staff. This is a consequence of the strive for more professionalisation in the sector but has been to the 

detriment of strengthening specific thematic expertise and the capacity of political analysis and strength 

to speak up. 

Board compositions are not always adequate. Too many boards are composed of people that have little 

affinity with social work, and don’t speak out on social challenges. 

We should hire more local staff in development cooperation organisations and leave behind the expat 

model (more and more) at all levels to enhance global leadership. 

The sector has been disappointing in terms of growing more diverse and better reflecting the 

composition of society and the international nature of their work.  

The sector has insufficiently contributed to deconstructing stereotypes. 

NGO human resource management can reflect the values of the sector better. 

 

CAPACITY TO CHANGE – INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL FACTORS 

The sector does not renew itself regularly enough. NGOs need to work on their capacity to adapt.  

Some areas of expertise, for example in technology, are so specific that it is impossible to think that 

CSOs can keep up and integrate it. Therefore, they need to develop strategies to incorporate new 

thinking and ways of working from outside of the sector.  

There is much more that can be learned from the South. A focus on management and professionalisation, 

over activism and thematic expertise, and the sector having remained predominantly ‘white’, has 

hampered critical reflection within. 

Innovation and developing new ways of doing things is also determined by the funding available. The 

administrative burden often associated with funding is to be reduced, as it consumes an incommensurate 

amount of time and energy, to the detriment of room for experiment and flexible and adaptive 

innovation.  

On the other hand, the reliability of funds as well as the increase of funds over the years has led to a 

reduction in creativity in the sector, whereas this time of financial comfort should have been used as an 

opportunity to experiment. 
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To increase their flexibility and room for innovation, NGOs should consider doing more to find other 

sources of funding, maintain more independence from donor money, or find ways to use funding in 

alternative ways. NGOs need to consciously reflect on what would be lost when funding reduces, and what 

would remain. 

Donors and policy makers are not considering change with the same speed or in the same direction as 

the sector itself. This disconnect hampers change in the sector. 

Programme funding only does not allow NGOs to change structurally, as organisations. Additional 

funding and opportunity is to be created to address the organisational set-up of NGOs. 

 

DIVERSITY WITHIN THE SECTOR 

One can assume that the smaller and bigger CSOs are most resilient to change. The smaller ones often 

have a specific focus, and/ or are tied to a specific location or group of people, and as such less vulnerable 

to rapid change. Whereas the bigger ones have sufficient capacity to absorb and cope with rapid change. 

The organisations of medium scale can be expected to face the greatest challenges under rapid change. 

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. 
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