
 

 

To Survive, Civil Society is Adopting Radical, Next-Level Resourcing Models 

By Clara Bosco and Richard Holloway  
 
“It is not the most intellectual of the species that survives; it is not the strongest that survives; but the 
species that survives is the one that is able to adapt to and to adjust best to the changing environment in 
which it finds itself” so says Charles Darwin in his “Origin of Species.” 
 
For civil society groupings — large and small— across the globe today, this old adage of “adapt or die” 
sounds very fitting.  
 
Across the board, these groups are finding it increasingly difficult to organize in ways that pursue a radi-
cal transformation of the current social and economic structures while also mobilizing the resources 
needed to meaningfully stay in the game. Indeed, the wolf is at the door. Many change-seeking organi-
sations are targeted for hostile government action that seeks to silence them as civil society space closes 
around them. They are criminalized through legislative and prosecutorial attacks and members are har-
assed, intimidated and arrested in the name of security and protection of national interests. 

At the same time, dwindling available resources and shifts in donor priorities and approaches make it 

harder for most civil society groups, notably the smaller, less formal and change-seeking ones to not 

only grow and thrive, but to even to exist. This is particularly true for countries with limited or no inter-

national donor presence. In ever-competitive spaces, these particular civil society organisations (CSOs) 

are unable to grab donor attention. And for those that do, and manage to secure funding, the terms of 

that support are girded by donor-recipient power dynamics and heavy requirements that tend to carry 

their own challenges.  

It is no secret that the current aid development model comes with serious limits to support systemic, 

lasting change: it turns complex political processes of social and institutional change into technical, more 

easily-delivered and risk-averse projects. This model has largely contributed to the flourishing of “pro-

fessionalized” CSOs that, in the process of becoming increasingly proficient in meeting funders’ re-

quirements, have progressively lost touch with the communities they claim to serve. It has gotten to the 

point that their blatant donor-dependent behavior is now undermining the legitimacy of the whole sec-

tor.   

So, in this difficult environment — which, by all indications, is likely to only grow more challenging — 

how can civil society ensure its responsiveness and resourcefulness in the face of closing political spaces 

and ever more disabling environments? That was a question that a varied group of activist and civil soci-

ety leaders from across the globe set out to answer at International Civil Society Week 2017, a gathering 

hosted by global civil society alliance, CIVICUS in Fiji in December. The resounding response: a radical 

shift away from the traditional resourcing model. How? By coming up with creative ways of mobilizing 

different sets of resources that will allow to gradually wean off foreign funding and traditional support 

schemes. But also by being bolder and more selective in the types of funds and related conditions ac-

cepted.  Particularly, the session New Approaches to Civil Society Resilience showcased a rich diversity of 

“positively deviant” stories, which point to five approaches.  

https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/reports-publications/2802-people-power-under-attack-findings-from-the-civicus-monitor
http://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/media-releases/2384-civil-society-at-forefront-of-emergency-response-but-faces-dire-threats-and-funding-crisis-says-new-report
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2015/nov/09/five-reasons-donors-give-for-not-funding-local-ngos-directly
http://www.civicus.org/images/CM_Findings_7Oct_v1.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/icsw/
https://civicus.org/
http://www.globalfundcommunityfoundations.org/latest-news/2017/12/14/planet-struggle-and-future-civicuss-international-civil-soci.html?SSScrollPosition=2698


 

 

1. Grow and share different assets 
 
Becoming sustainable by creating streams of income beyond grants has been a primary goal for CSOs for 

years. Membership, assets and savings are important ingredients for resilience. Creatively fundraising 

locally, and unleashing the potential of individual giving is also one way to go. But what about new ways 

of selling or sharing products and services that not only generate income but also build the kind of 

community and society you want?  

 

Turkish social movement, Good4Trust, builds opportunities for growing assets by radically redefining 

the relationship between consumers and producers. It has introducing the concept of “prosumers” — 

citizens who both want to create products and services that are socially and environmentally friendly, 

and are prepared to buy such from others. The movement’s entrepreneurs and members are growing 

substantially and Good4Trust applies a small levy on all transactions to pay for its own administrative 

costs. Good4Trust does not seek out donors they come knocking, and it only accepts contributions on its 

own terms.  

 

Assets can also be optimized and shared across groups. ComuniDAS, a growing network of social organi-

zations from Latin America and the Caribbean is promoting the exchange of services and knowledge 

under the modality of mutual collaboration, embracing the era of the shared economy to experiment a 

different way to mobilize resources without donor grants.  The result is an online platform where civil 

society groups, businesses, the public sector and the academic world meet to exchange products and 

services (and a dedicated CryptoCurrency might be soon introduced to facilitate the exchange).  Initially 

established as a practical response to the resourcing constraints of civil society in Latin America and to 

counter governments’ restrictions on access to financing, this platform is also addressing another big 

challenge of the region, the lack of solidarity among organizations and across sectors.  

 
 
2. Stay grounded in your community, the best resources are there  
 
Here’s a counter-intuitive strategy to upend the way traditional grant making has shaped relationships 

between donor and grantee. The last two decades have witnessed the emergence of a global communi-

ty philanthropy movement. As eloquently explained by Jenny Hodgson, Executive Director of the Global 

Fund for Community Foundations- GFCF, although community foundations are diverse in focus and 

form, they share three core attributes. Firstly, they build local cultures of giving and emphasise the role 

of local assets (not only financial ones); secondly they use grant-making as a strategic tool to support 

community organizations and groups. And thirdly, by combining different kinds of local (and external 

resources), they build up multiple relationships within and across constituencies. In short, they see the 

building of trust as a critical part of their role.  A more community-grounded model disrupts the separa-

tion of ideas about who is a donor and who a recipient and embraces a new paradigm for the way CSOs 

identify and operate and ultimately the impact they have in a different make-up of relationships with 

communities they serve. 

https://good4trust.org/
http://comunidas.org/
http://www.globalfundcommunityfoundations.org/
http://www.globalfundcommunityfoundations.org/


 

 

3. It is not all about money   

The women’s movement, with its impressive resourcing arm, has been amongst the first to realise this. 

Women funds have always emphasised how key the quality of funding is to supporting resilience and 

have been trailblazers in providing flexible and predictable funding. “Money is not the only resource 

available”, says Virisila Buadromo head of the newly established Urgent Action Fund for Women in Asia 

pacific. There is great value also in solidarity networks, in individual reputation, in organisational credi-

bility; the wellbeing of grantees is also an asset itself. Similarly, Frida – The young Feminist Fund, argua-

bly one of the most progressive participatory grant-making schemes to date, is very concerned with the 

non-financial aspects of resilience. “We are loosing people, they are burning out,” declared Betty Barqa, 

young Fijian activist. So FRIDA now focuses on self-care in order to sustain grantees and, more generally, 

the movement. 

 

4. Form follows function (and not funder’s requirements!) 

The bureaucratic black box promoted by the aid industry is expensive and can usually only be afforded 

within the framework of the traditional approach of bilateral and INGO funding. But at a time when a 

growing number of governments are using “foreign agent” legislation to curtail foreign-sourced funding 

for local CSOs, can you achieve your goals without registration, bank accounts and a large staff?  Abso-

lutely, says Aya Chebbi from the Afrika Youth Movement (AYM) — a growing, decentralized group not 

registered anywhere, with no bank account (they use multinational mobile money transfer service, M-

Pesa) and no office. Started in 2015 as a volunteer-driven, pan-African movement aiming to help youth 

engage governance forums and governments on policy issues important to them, AYM is dedicated to 

engaging youth as social change makers. It is run by a group of six individual African youth based in six 

countries, with10,000 members in 40 countries. They solicited funding from organisations that don’t 

require onerous reports and a global community of supporters.  

 
 
5. Build critical mass to access capital (or to create it) 

The story of the Standing Rock Sioux tribes opposing the Dakota Access Pipeline in the Standing Rock 

Reserve serves as a great example. Despite the massive mobilisation of the #NODAPL protest move-

ment, oil began flowing through the pipeline last June, marking the beginning of a new era for the tribes’ 

efforts to protect their land from the fossil fuel industry. This included also investing in renewable ener-

gy. But Native Americans face several barriers to access capital, including their remote locations and a 

historically unfavorable legal and regulatory environment as well as internalresistance due to a lack of 

trust in external institutions.  

 

Even for one of the largest contemporary protest movements that mass mobilized public opinion and 

attracted massive support and donations, it is has been difficult to channel resources to meet Standing 

Rock tribe’s aspirations, since money comes with terms. An initial award from the Wallace Global Fund 

helped this kick-start renewable energy project but more capital is needed. The 45th chairman of the 

https://urgentactionfund.org/
https://youngfeministfund.org/
https://youngfeministfund.org/changing-the-game/
https://www.facebook.com/pg/afrikayouthmovement/about/?ref=page_internal
https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/piers-purdy-dave-archambault-ii/what-was-missed-when-worlds-eyes-fell-on-standing-


 

 

tribe, Dave Archambault II has joined forces with a global cohort of likeminded indigenous leaders and 

through the World Indigenous Business Network is experimenting with new ways to raise jointly capital 

for sustainable infrastructure projects, including through a dedicated CryptoCurrency.  

 

A common thread running though these very different stories is that becoming more independent from 

institutional funding sources is the best way to build resilience, sustainability and legitimacy in order to 

navigate the challenging times ahead. This implies revisiting organising models that ensure resource 

diversification (embracing also more hybrid revenue-generating models) while staying rooted in local 

ownership and agency.  

If enough civil society groups start working (completely or partly) outside of the traditional donor- dic-

tated, project-funded approach and enough actors adopt new ways to resource themselves, then fun-

ders will inevitably have to revisit their support practices to stay relevant.  

We have mentioned “an initial award from the Wallace Global Fund” for the Standing Rock tribe. Many 

of the stories shared at the CIVICUS meeting mentioned that they had started with “prizes” or seed 

funding from different supporters that had no (or very little) rules and regulations. With the reputation 

thus achieved, they were able to attract more support, but also had the independence to negotiate with 

potential donors on their own terms. All participants had strong convictions that flexible funding can 

help these emerging organizing (and more resource-resilient) models get started. 

 

Ends. 

 

Clara Bosco is senior advisor on civil society resourcing at global civil society alliance, CIVICUS. Richard 

Holloway is an independent consultant, presently working as a social accountability adviser with VSO, an 

organization using volunteers in development. 

http://worldindigenousbusinessnetwork.com/

