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ABOUT CSIS
For over 50 years, the Center for Strategic and International Stud-

ies (CSIS) has worked to develop solutions to the world’s great-

est policy challenges. Today, CSIS scholars are providing strategic 

insights and bipartisan policy solutions to help decisionmakers 

chart a course toward a better world.

CSIS is a nonprofit organization headquartered in Washington, 

D.C. The Center’s 220 full-time staff and large network of affiliated 

scholars conduct research and analysis and develop policy initia-

tives that look into the future and anticipate change.

Founded at the height of the Cold War by David M. Abshire and 

Admiral Arleigh Burke, CSIS was dedicated to finding ways to sus-

tain American prominence and prosperity as a force for good in 

the world. Since 1962, CSIS has become one of the world’s preem-

inent international institutions focused on defense and security; 

regional stability; and transnational challenges ranging from ener-

gy and climate to global health and economic integration.

Thomas J. Pritzker was named chairman of the CSIS Board of Trust-

ees in November 2015. Former U.S. deputy secretary of defense 

John J. Hamre has served as the Center’s president and chief exec-

utive officer since 2000.

CSIS does not take specific policy positions; accordingly, all 

views expressed herein should be understood to be solely those 

of the author(s).
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The last decade has witnessed an increase of attacks on civil society, leading 

to what is known as the global trend of closing civic space. Governments 

impose restrictive measures curtailing the ability of civil society actors to 

fulfil their mandates and effectively perform their activities. They have en-

acted repressive laws that impede civil society organizations’ (CSOs) access 

to all sources of funding, and capacity to implement activities not in line 

with governments’ strategies and policies.1 As these restrictions increase, 

CSOs become more aware of the vulnerability that their current program-

matic and funding models pose, particularly CSOs’ over-reliance on foreign 

funding. The over-utilization of a project-centered approach by donors has 

also weakened their ability to resist and to push back against these restric-

tive measures. CSOs and other civil society actors have been experimenting 

with new approaches to diversify their funding sources and reduce their re-

liance on donors. Similarly, donors have been adapting their approaches to 

these new and restrictive environments. Anecdotal evidence shows, how-

ever, that there are shifts surrounding donor relationships with civil society.

Through the vision guided by the CSIS Human Rights Initiative’s Inter-

national Consortium on Closing Civic Space, this report maps bilateral, 

private, philanthropic and foundation, and multilateral institutions’ ap-

proaches for human rights and social justice activities. The overarching 

objective for this mapping and analysis is to understand how donors’ sup-

port for CSOs working on human rights and related fields has changed 

over the past decade. The report looks at overall support for civil society, 

whether that funding has grown over the past decade, and whether do-

nors have shifted types of support. 

The report identifies the following key challenges related to donor engage-

ment, faced by CSOs and donors:

Funding. This includes the need for long-term funding so that CSOs can 

improve program planning; flexible funding so that CSOs can adapt to 

changing contexts; and core funding so that CSOs can retain qualified staff 

during periods of financial instability. In addition, donors are still learning 

how to help CSOs diversify funding, such as assisting CSOs in leveraging 

domestic resources like local private philanthropy and working with other 

blended finance models to fund programs.

1 See, for example, Egypt’s Non-Governmental Organizations Law no. 70 (2017), 
Library of Congress, Global Legal Monitor, http://www.loc.gov/law/foreign-news/
article/egypt-president-ratifies-ngo-law.
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Vertical and Horizontal Networks. Donors have highlighted that significant 

barriers still remain regarding the creation of sub-national networks that 

have sufficient access to funds and technical assistance, and of cross-re-

gional networks that can serve as a way to share information and lessons 

learned for engaging in country contexts that pose legal or financial threats 

to CSOs. Working across sectors has been emphasized as an area where sig-

nificant effort could lead to improvements in CSO collective action.

Program Design, Implementation, and Evaluation. While some donor 

trends indicate a recognition that an iterative and adaptive program is nec-

essary for successful project implementation, this is in tension with pres-

sure experienced by some donors for specific and measurable impact set 

forth in initial design and measured over time. This demand for a guarantee 

of specific and concrete results is often then passed onto CSO partners as 

fund recipients.

Adaptability. Adapting to changes in the environment, whether the growth 

of restrictions associated with social media or other changes in the financial 

or legal environment, puts increased demand on donors to be nimble and 

creative in their engagement.

Despite these challenges, both public and private donors remain committed 

to supporting civil society, whether in closed or closing spaces. Moving for-

ward, it is integral to examine shifts in funding, approaches, programmatic 

models, and best practices. This report identifies lessons learned in pro-

grammatic approaches by examining trends related to structure and fund-

ing of civil society organizations. It also develops recommendations on how 

best to respond to and, ideally, prevent closing space around civil society.

The report was developed through an initial desk study, individual interviews 

conducted over a two-month period between January and March 2018, and 

through the review of donor-directed research products.
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INTRODUCTION
Impediments to the work of civil society2 organiza-

tions (CSOs) are growing, including legal restrictions, 

financial measures, and threats to civic space, securi-

ty, and freedom of speech. Indeed, the International 

Center for Not for Profit Law (ICNL) noted that some 

120 restrictive laws were adopted in approximately 

60 countries between 2012 and 20153 and CIVICUS 

noted in its October 2017 Monitor Report that 108 

countries are now considered either in the obstruct-

ed, repressed, or closed category.4 As these restrictions 

increase, CSOs have become more aware of the vul-

nerability that their current programmatic and fund-

ing models pose, particularly CSOs’ over-reliance on 

foreign funding. The over-utilization of a project-cen-

tered approach by donors has also weakened their abil-

ity to resist and to push back against these restrictive 

measures. Concerns are being raised by donors, CSOs, 

and other interlocutors about how to understand and 

navigate increasingly complex legal and economic re-

strictions or barriers related to receiving funding and 

the overall fulfillment of CSOs’ functions. 

Previous research has shown that CSOs and other 

civil society actors have been experimenting with 

new approaches to diversify their funding sources 

and reduce their reliance on donors.5 Similarly, do-

nors have been adapting their approaches to these 

new and restrictive environments. As such, this re-

2 For the purpose of this report, civil society includes “formal non-government organizations (NGOs), as well as formal and 
informal membership associations (including labor unions, business and professional associations, farmers’ organizations 
and cooperatives, and women’s groups) that articulate and represent the interests of their members, engage in analysis and 
advocacy, and conduct oversight of government actions and policies.” U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), 
USAID Strategy on Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance (Washington, DC: USAID, June 2013), https://www.usaid.gov/
sites/default/files/documents/1866/USAID%20DRG_%20final%20final%206-24%203%20%281%29.pdf. Although the 
issue of closing space ultimately impacts all of civil society, the human rights sector is most often the initial target of gov-
ernment restrictions.

3 Doug Rutzen, “Civil Society Under Assault,” Journal of Democracy 26 no. 4 (October 2015): 28–39, http://muse.jhu.edu/arti-
cle/595920. 

4 CIVICUS, “People Power Under Attack,” October 4, 2017, https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/reports-publi-
cations/2968-people-power-under-attack. 

5 Shannon N. Green, Civil Society at a Crossroads: Exploring Sustainable Operating Models (Washington, DC: CSIS, October 2017), 
https://www.csis.org/analysis/civil-society-crossroads. See also, Edwin Rekosh, Rethinking the Human Rights Business 
Model (Washington, DC: CSIS, June 2017), https://www.csis.org/analysis/rethinking-human-rights-business-model.

port assesses the shifts in donors’ approaches and 

methods to funding and programming in response to 

the global trend of closing civic space.

TRACKING FUNDING TO 
AND THROUGH CSOS
Bilateral Support
A comprehensive picture of how and in which sectors 

donors are funding civil society can be shown through 

research conducted by the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) Development 

Assistance Committee’s (DAC). The OECD DAC has 

improved the public accessibility of data about donor 

aid to and through civil society. In addition, OECD DAC 

is creating a new workstream for broader discussions 

about the role civil society plays in development. To 

oversee this workstream, the DAC recently appointed 

a dedicated expert civil society adviser, whose role in-

cludes policy research and the development of policy 

guidance as well as peer dialogue and research related 

to donor funding.

Other donor-led forums are also increasing their focus 

on the role of civil society and how best to support CSO 

efforts. For example, the Global Partnership for Effective 

Development Cooperation (GPEDC), a body dedicated 

to advancing effective and sustainable development ef-

forts, includes civil society as part of its governing body 

https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/USAID DRG_ final final 6-24 3 %281%29.pdf
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/USAID DRG_ final final 6-24 3 %281%29.pdf
http://muse.jhu.edu/article/595920
http://muse.jhu.edu/article/595920
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/reports-publications/2968-people-power-under-attack
https://www.civicus.org/index.php/media-resources/reports-publications/2968-people-power-under-attack
https://www.csis.org/analysis/civil-society-crossroads
https://www.csis.org/analysis/civil-society-crossroads
https://www.csis.org/analysis/rethinking-human-rights-business-model
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and as an integral part of its monitoring framework for 

development 6effectiveness.7

Some of the findings are highlighted in the following se-

ries of charts. Here, assistance to CSOs is defined as core 

contributions and pooled programs, and aid channeled 

through CSOs is funding from donors provided to imple-

ment donor initiatives projects.8 

6 Ibid. and DAC Creditor Reporting System. For the detailed chart, please see page 17.

7 Task Team on CSO Development Effectiveness and Enabling Environment, “Home,” https://taskteamcso.com/.

8 Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Aid for Civil Society Organizations: Statistics based on DAC 
members’ reporting to the Creditor Reporting Database (CRS), 2015–2016 (Paris: OECD, January 2018), http://www.oecd.org/
dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-topics/Aid-for-Civil-Society-Organisations-2015-2016.pdf.

As you can see from the above table, overall assis-

tance from DAC members has increased by 13.62 

percent between the period of 2010 to 2016, with 

the United States providing the largest single mem-

ber contribution at $7,171 million, followed by the 

United Kingdom at $2,423 million.

OFFICIAL DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE (ODA) TO AND THROUGH CSOS (USD MILLION, DISBURSEMENTS, 
CONSTANT 2015 PRICES)6
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http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-topics/Aid-for-Civil-Society-Organisations-2015-2016.pdf
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INTERNATIONAL CSO DONOR COUNTRY-BASED CSO

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

AUSTRALIA 34 63 64 37 76 91 74 251 276 263 227 275 218 194

AUSTRIA 3 5 5 20 12 8 5 56 45 36 43 38 37 59

BELGIUM 22 23 25 18 16 26 29 193 193 232 249 243 234 240

CANADA 127 129 141 159 199 231 191 337 436 431 466 462 480 573

CZECH REPUBLIC - 1 1 1 1 1 2 - 11 10 11 11 13 14

DENMARK 32 42 39 43 41 38 31 296 266 286 314 333 318 285

EU INSTITUTIONS 250 307 441 671 417 449 437 578 697 639 135 374 969 1,192

FINLAND 31 22 24 24 26 25 16 130 135 133 147 149 155 98

FRANCE 16 14 42 31 48 41 48 28  13 45 31 87 89 139

GERMANY 18 30 20 42 61 64 149 732 784 783 921 946 984 1,143

GREECE - 0 0 0 - 0 0 2 - - - - - -

HUNGARY - - - - 0 0 0 - - - - 0 1 1

ICELAND - 0 0 1 1 1 3 - 1 2 2 2 2 2

IRELAND 40 28 39 42 42 46 46 148 146 130 128 130 118 114

ITALY 9 6 3 9 12 18 21 - - 57 123 142 182 170

JAPAN 44 44 44 61 53 57 44 192 117 218 118 126 145 171

KOREA 1 2 2 1 4 4 4 19 22 24 25 28 33 35

LUXEMBOURG 11 12 11 12 12 10 16 62 56 54 63 59 59 67

NETHERLANDS 167 172 218 221 233 270 227 997 872 752 748 722 701 556

NEW ZEALAND 6 7 9 6 6 5 5 13 7 8 21 36 29 29

NORWAY 123 157 130 153 159 160 132 475 429 446 498 524 561 625

POLAND - - - 0 1 0 1 - - - 7 12 15 14

PORTUGAL - 0 0 - - 0 0 10 11 7 8 8 8 10

SLOVAK REPUBLIC - - - 0 0 0 0 - - - 3 1 1 6

SLOVENIA 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4 4 3 3 2 2

SPAIN 28 34 10 5 16 9 8 737 507 342 304 213 197 304

SWEDEN 322 347 288 428 457 548 505 321 357 374 341 368 306 353

SWITZERLAND 142 141 139 159 188 211 197 287 307 367 404 451 502 507

UNITED KINGDOM 300 613 760 551 797 894 847 585 711 791 1,033 1,164 1,164 1,080

UNITED STATES 1,028 1,120 1,007 1,136 1,203 1,247 1,718 5,883 5,892 5,417 5,296 5,530 5,937 5,453

TOTAL 2,756 3,322 3,464 3,832 4,080 4,456 4,760 12,334 12,293 11,851 11,670 12,437 13,456 13,433

ODA CHANNELED TO AND THROUGH CSOS BY TYPE OF CSO, USD MILLION, 2010–201610

According to data provided by member states to the 

OECD, the vast majority of funding to and through 

CSOs goes to support social infrastructure and ser-

vices, followed by humanitarian assistance and 

emergency response. This order of priority for fund-

ing has remained consistent, although there has 

been a notable increase in funding to CSOs for the 

latter two categories.

Finally, the following chart shows donor flows accord-

ing to four types of CSOs:10

10 Ibid.

• international CSO;

• donor country-based CSO;

• developing country-based CSO; and

• undefined. 

The chart shows that donor country-based and inter-

national CSOs continue to manage the overwhelming 

amount of donor assistance funds, with some 68 per-

cent being managed in donor country-based CSOs and 

only 6 percent of funds being managed in recipient 

countries. This is far less than the internal goals as set 
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out by some countries for the percentage of assistance 

being managed by recipient country CSOs. However, 

without exception most donor country representa-

tives interviewed for this research were very interest-

ed in improving this ratio.

Foundation Support
Although four foundations report to the OECD on a 

regular basis—the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 

and the Swedish, Dutch, and United Postcode Lotter-

ies—most foundations do not regularly share funding 

information in accordance with their standards, mak-

ing comparisons and tracking of assistance over time 

quite challenging. However, in 2018 OECD does intend 

to initiate such an engagement with larger foundations, 

so that in the future this information, such as funding 

via civil society, may be made available for major phil-

anthropic donors as well. Already, the OECD DAC has 

conducted a broad survey of 147 philanthropic foun-

dations from 2013 to 2015, which showed that philan-

thropic assistance was primarily provided in the health, 

reproductive health, and populations sectors, at 54 per-

cent. Also of note, a large portion of those funds—97 

percent—were channeled through third-party institu-

ODA CHANNELED TO AND THROUGH CSOS BY TYPE OF CSO, USD MILLION, 2010–2016 (CONTINUED)

DEVELOPING COUNTRY-BASED CSO UNDEFINED

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

AUSTRALIA 69 90 124 102 118 97 50 - - - - - - -

AUSTRIA 5 3 3 - 3 4 3 - - - - 0 - -

BELGIUM 8 11 8 6 3 2   3 61 66 - - - - 3

CANADA 51 58 44 57 39 39 41 150 - - - - - -

CZECH REPUBLIC - 1 1 1 1 1 2 - - 0 0 - - -

DENMARK 59 79 98 62 64 68 60 - - - - 1 - -

EU INSTITUTIONS 13 50 155 317 400 378 392 618 505 428 628 661 12 10

FINLAND 1 1 2 5 6 12 3 1 2 0 0 1 1 -

FRANCE 21 5 11 14 6 0 2 70  77 28 19 86 68 16

GERMANY 0 0 1 1 1 1 7 109 4 120 3 1 1 0

GREECE - - - - - - - - - 0 - 4 0 -

HUNGARY - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1

ICELAND - 0 0 0 0 0 0 - 0 - - - - -

IRELAND 26 25 18 20 23 20 18 - - - - - - -

ITALY - - - 3 2 2 0 69 89 - - - - -

JAPAN 96 86 81 81 81 78 24 - - - - - - -

KOREA - - 0 1 0 2 0 - - - - - - -

LUXEMBOURG 2 2 2 2 1 1 1 - - 7 1 2 2 -

NETHERLANDS 178 171 119 117 65 81 92 - - - - - - -

NEW ZEALAND 2 1 2 2 8 7 7 22 38 25 19 2 5 5

NORWAY 98 99 99 99 94 92 64 - - - - - - -

POLAND - - - - - - 0 - - - 3 1 - -

PORTUGAL 10 6 8 5 5 4 4 - - - - - - -

SLOVAK REPUBLIC - - - 0 0 0 1 - - - 0 1 2 1

SLOVENIA 0 0 - - - - - - - - - - - -

SPAIN 19 34 13 13 12 11 8 - - 0 - - - -

SWEDEN 104 110 126 114 92 97 74 - - 84 31 39 17 43

SWITZERLAND 94 95 113 121 134 157 144 - - - - - - -

UNITED KINGDOM 142 179 178 278 253 181 234 209 209 201 239 200 314 261

UNITED STATES - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

TOTAL 998 1,105 1,206 1,427 1,414 1,338 1,234 12,334 12,293 11,851 11,670 12,437 13,456 13,433
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tions such as nongovernmental organizations, think 

tanks, universities, and research and private-sector 

entities. During the reporting period 2013 to 2015, 

$23.9 billion was provided following an upward 

trend in giving of some 19 percent, with the Bill & 

Melinda GatesFoundation as the largest donor. If 

the Gates Foundation was excluded, approximately 

7 percent of funding went to government and civil 

society. Most philanthropic assistance was chan-

neled through intermediaries.11

A comprehensive foundation funding database that 

adheres to OECD reporting rules does not yet exist, 

although there are several organizations that work 

toward that end. Glasspockets, a U.S. initiative that 

champions philanthropic transparency, publish-

es select information for around 90 foundations. 

A keyword search for “civil society” on the Glass-

pockets site indicated that from 2011 to 2016 some 

$529.7 million in grants were given to 858 recipi-

ents around the world, but as stated on the database, 

this only represents a portion of assistance provided to 

CSOs globally. Similarly, UK-based 360Giving publishes 

public data for 50 organizations. In addition, the Center 

for Global Prosperity (CGP) tracks global philanthropy, 

although it too has gaps and discrepancies in its report-

ing between what its sources report versus data collect-

ed by other entities. In its most recent Index of Global 

Philanthropy and Remittances, CGP notes discrepancies 

between its figures and those provided by the OECD 

for countries such as Japan, France, Australia, the UK, 

and the United States.12 Finally, the Advancing Human 

Rights initiative maintains a fairly comprehensive da-

tabase of human rights grants, although there are some 

limitations with respect to funding. For example, steps 

11  Julia Benn, Cecile Sangare, and Tomas Hos, Private Foundations’ Giving for Development in 2013–2015 (Paris: OECD, March 
2018), https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/fed825bf-en.pdf?expires=1526391980&id=id&accname=guest&check-
sum=182E1297D726F9AFDEFA0FE768DB3CBC. 

12  Hudson Institute, The Index of Global Philanthropy and Remittances 2016 (Washington, DC: Hudson Institute, 2016), https://
s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/files/publications/201703IndexofGlobalPhilanthropyandRemittances2016.pdf.

13  Advancing Human Rights, “About: What challenges did we encounter?,” http://humanrightsfunding.org/
about/?tab=what-challenges-did-we-encounter.

14  Glasspockets, https://glasspockets.org.

must be taken to protect grantee information, the level 

of detail provided varies from grantee to grantee and re-

granting by the organizations can be hard to capture.13

In fact, of those foundations consulted for this re-

port, most philanthropic donors indicated that they 

have either raised funding levels or are providing 

consistent funding to CSOs and exploring new ways 

to deliver that funding more effectively to combat 

increasingly restrictive environments. Many donors 

see the value in giving transparency. Ford, Mott, 

Omidyar, and Rockefeller Foundations are all par-

ticipants in Glasspockets and many contributed to 

or supported the CGP indices.14 Most organizations 

also recognize the benefits of transparent reporting 

and how it can further build trust with beneficiaries 

and host countries. Transparent and comprehensive 

information may help policymakers better under-

stand and propose solutions to some of the biggest 

challenges to effectively supporting sustainable civ-

il society. However, this must be balanced with a 

view to protecting beneficiaries and privacy in more 

sensitive environments. 

The most recent CGP Index of Global Philanthropy 

and Remittances, as well as a separate report on phil-

anthropic freedom, note several interesting trends in 

its report with respect to philanthropic giving. They 

include an increase in crowd sourcing and other forms 

of online giving; continued growth in funding for di-

saster assistance and to social entrepreneurs; and an 

increase in overall amounts of private philanthropy. 

In addition, the CGP identified three major barriers to 

philanthropic freedom, including constraints related 

to moving funds in and out of countries; legislation 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/fed825bf-en.pdf?expires=1526391980&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=182E1297D726F9AFDEFA0FE768DB3CBC
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/fed825bf-en.pdf?expires=1526391980&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=182E1297D726F9AFDEFA0FE768DB3CBC
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/files/publications/201703IndexofGlobalPhilanthropyandRemittances2016.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/files/publications/201703IndexofGlobalPhilanthropyandRemittances2016.pdf
http://humanrightsfunding.org/about/?tab=what-challenges-did-we-encounter
http://humanrightsfunding.org/about/?tab=what-challenges-did-we-encounter
https://glasspockets.org
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related to illicit financial flows that has resulted in 

additional reporting for civil society; and finally, laws 

that are designed to restrict foreign funding flows re-

lated to human rights and watchdog organizations.15

DONOR STRATEGIES FOR 
SUPPORTING AND SUS-
TAINING CIVIL SOCIETY 
There are a number of strategies donors can employ 

to help civil society sustain their agenda in the face 

of closing civic space. These include the need for lon-

ger-term, core, and flexible funding; strong vertical 

and horizontal networks at all levels and across sec-

tors; more creative and diverse approaches to fund 

raising; and dynamic approaches to monitoring, re-

porting, and digital and social media. The following 

section goes into further detail regarding what donors 

interviewed for this report highlighted as key recom-

mendations to improve funding, programmatic, and 

methodological approaches to support civil society.

Adapting Donor Approaches to Funding
Support for long-term, flexible, and core funding: 
Longer-term and core funding will help CSOs and 

other organizations plan multiyear programs, retain 

staff, and adapt programming to address changes in 

or interruptions to funding streams, especially in 

more volatile environments. Many organizations are 

already working to increase core and multiyear fund-

ing, although generally philanthropic organizations 

find it easier to provide core funds. Some donors have 

15  Hudson Institute, The Index of Global Philanthropy and Remittances.

16  Edwin Rekosh, Gaining Ground, a Framework for Developing Strategies and Tactics in Response to Governmental Attacks on NGOs, 
INCLO, 2017, https://www.inclo.net/pdf/gaining-ground.pdf. 

17 Barbara Smith, Interview with Nickolas Deychakiwsky, Civil Society Program Officer, Mott Foundation, Washington, DC, 
February 12, 2018.

18  For examples of these emergency funds, see Jana Baldus, Annika Elena Poppe and Jonas Wolff, An Overview of Global Initia-
tives on Countering Closing Space for Civil Society (Washington, DC: CSIS, September 2017), https://www.csis.org/analysis/
overview-global-initiatives-countering-closing-space-civil-society.

revised their internal guidance so that they can utilize 

more frequent or flexible funding installments, more 

easily process grant modifications to manage risk, and 

accelerate payments as needed.16 

Many donors have strict legislative or executive re-

porting requirements associated with funds. They 

therefore find it difficult to provide core funding ded-

icated to essential but not-so-glamorous things like 

operations, as there is often a need to directly link 

program results to funds, particularly when they are 

comingled with other funds. 

One donor highlighted the importance of having bilat-

eral donors and philanthropic donors work together, 

especially as philanthropic organizations find ways to 

increase core funds. The Mott Foundation’s Nick Dey-

chakiwsky spoke of the importance and challenges of 

such funding: “Within Mott’s Civil Society Program, 

most of our funding is on a long-term cycle—we often 

support organizations for several grant cycles where 

the total time of grant support can last a decade or 

more. While two-year grants are the norm, we try to 

move to three-year grants, or even longer, when we 

can. However, it is challenging because all of the funds 

for a particular grant come out of the grant budget for 

the year the grant is made (i.e., not according to when 

grant payments are made).”17 

Use of emergency funds: Several organizations in-

terviewed for this report also cited the use of emer-

gency funds to respond to emergency or unexpected 

demands.18 Donor initiatives establishing such funds 

include the Lifeline Embattled CSO Assistance fund 

https://www.inclo.net/pdf/gaining-ground.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/overview-global-initiatives-countering-closing-space-civil-society
https://www.csis.org/analysis/overview-global-initiatives-countering-closing-space-civil-society
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and the Emergency Assistance for Frontline Activists 

fund.19 These address security concerns, medical ex-

penses, legal representation, temporary location, and 

other urgently needed expenses.20 In addition, broad-

er funding instruments, such as the U.S.-funded Hu-

man Rights and Democracy Fund or the European In-

strument for Democracy and Human Rights, can be a 

more deliberate way to address obstacles CSOs face in 

sustaining operations in constrained environments. 

They administer programs in a way that enables the 

governments to be flexible and responsive in chang-

ing situations.

While donors might pool funds so that they are avail-

able for unanticipated needs, they also may consider 

cash payments and other flexible funding options. Do-

nors noted some challenges associated with the ad-

ministration of these funds, such as sustaining polit-

ical support and conducting financial reporting when 

using cash payments. 

New fundraising strategies: Donors should help civ-

il society groups and individuals to manage funds 

effectively, to diversify funds, and to think through 

how various models of funding might best be tailored 

to their needs. Donors should provide civil society 

groups and individuals with information about po-

tential funding options so that those organizations 

can determine what is most useful and appropriate 

given their own project and programmatic objectives. 

For example, donors can and should help CSOs think 

about how to mobilize domestic resources such as 

local philanthropy, particularly in places where it is 

difficult for international organizations or donors to 

provide funding. 

Some donors are exploring the use of blended finance 

approaches to supporting local CSOs, where pub-

19  Ibid. 

20  Lifeline Embattled CSO Assistance Fund, Emergency Assistance, http://www.csolifeline.org/emergency-assistance/.

21  European Commission, EU External Investment Plan, https://ec.europa.eu/commission/eu-external-investment-plan_en. 

22 Barbara Smith, Interview with Thomas Boehler, Global Partnerships and Policy, Development Cooperation, OECD, Washing-
ton, DC, February 16, 2018.

lic-private partnerships would be offered where such 

risk-sharing would make private investment more at-

tractive and the risk more tolerable. The EU External 

Investment Plan uses EU public funds to leverage pri-

vate financing, blending finance to cover risk and help 

nascent programs thrive.21 At least one organization 

interviewed for the report suggested donors explore 

how blockchain and cryptocurrencies might play a 

role in supporting civil society. Still others cited im-

pact investing and other types of investment strate-

gies to raise needed funds. Given the significant finan-

cial needs of civil society organizations and continued 

challenges faced by donors with respect to restrictions 

on foreign funding, civil society will need to contin-

ue to think creatively about how to raise, secure, and 

transparently account for funding.

Diversification of funding: Another strategy some-

times employed by organizations is to diversify the 

type of donor from whom one receives funding. This 

has helped even U.S.-based organizations weather re-

ductions in U.S. assistance, and has also been a use-

ful strategy employed by local organizations. How-

ever, regardless of whether a CSO is diversifying to 

private-sector from public or among public-sector 

donors, CSOs need to be careful about balancing the 

management and reporting burden of multiple fund-

ing streams. As Thomas Boehler from OECD stated, 

“With diversification of funding comes a significant 

management and reporting burden. CSOs need to 

balance diversification with appropriate focus. Those 

CSOs that develop skills in donor-savvy reporting are 

at an advantage vis-à-vis others.”22  

Intermediaries: An organization or entity might also 

sometimes benefit from receiving funding via an in-

termediary as opposed to directly. Direct funding can 

http://www.csolifeline.org/emergency-assistance/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/eu-external-investment-plan_en
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sometimes threaten or cause an organization to be vul-

nerable to harassment, fines, or other restrictions on 

operations. And in drastic cases this can lead to an or-

ganization being shut down. Simply meeting with cer-

tain groups can place CSOs in a vulnerable position and 

may lead to expulsion, being shut down, or even im-

prisonment if host governments feel threatened by do-

nor engagement with those civil society organizations.

In-country models: It is well established that there is 

a need for new in-country funding models and strat-

egies to be devised and supported by donors in order 

to build sustainable civil society.23 Indeed, donors 

noted the importance of supporting CSO outreach 

to community-based philanthropicw organizations, 

membership-based organizations, and market-driven 

approaches, some of which were already mentioned 

in this section, such as providing public-private part-

nerships to make loans more attractive.24

Cambodia
In Cambodia, several international organizations were 

impacted by the Cambodian Law on Associations and 

Non-Governmental Organizations (LANGO) and now 

no longer operate in Cambodia. This has left some local 

organizations that were depending on international do-

nor funds strapped for assistance. Despite its status as a 

lower-middle-income country, Cambodia continues to 

receive significant donor funding in everything from hu-

man rights assistance to health care. Now, the pending 

U.S. government’s Cambodia Accountability and Return 

on Investment (CARI) Act could impose additional con-

ditions on U.S. government assistance to Cambodia, if the 

government of Cambodia fails to restore civil and politi-

cal rights of media and civil society, and of the opposition 

Cambodia National Rescue Party, and release all political 

prisoners.25 Those organizations that receive or previously 

23  Green, Civil Society at a Crossroads.

24  Ibid.

25  Men Kimseng, “With CARI Act, US Senators Hope to Fight Chinese Influence in Cambodia,” Voice of America Cambodia, 
February 28, 2018, https://www.voacambodia.com/a/with-cari-act-us-senators-hope-to-fight-chinese-influence-in-cambo-
dia/4269725.html .

received U.S. funding but have worked to diversify funding 

and build reserves of long-term core funding may be more 

resilient to potential further reductions in U.S. assistance. 

Rethinking Vertical and Horizontal Networks
When civil society has access to strong networks, they 

can support each other in times of stress, whether fi-

nancial, political, or other forms. These networks can 

also be a useful venue for sharing information and 

lessons learned among CSOs of all shapes and siz-

es. Donors can and should do more to build capacity 

for networking, particularly among smaller, indige-

nous movements or CSOs who may need assistance 

to maintain and engage with networks. This capacity 

can be built through technical assistance and guid-

ance or through funding nascent organizations’ par-

ticipation in conferences or other events. Organiza-

tions operating at the sub-national level should also 

be considered. Examples include engagement with 

nontraditional partners; the establishment of net-

working centers; and the development of in-coun-

try-coordination models.

Engagement with nontraditional partners: Donors 

cited exchanges between service delivery and hu-

man rights organizations as a way to share informa-

tion about how to deal with issues such as changes 

in the legal operating environment, and understand-

ing financial restrictions that have implications for 

all CSOs operating in-country, regardless of scope. 

Still other networks could include labor or academic 

networks. The facilitation of south-south coopera-

tion was also proposed as possible ways to encourage 

and increase information sharing and the exchange 

of ideas.

https://www.voacambodia.com/a/with-cari-act-us-senators-hope-to-fight-chinese-influence-in-cambodia/4269725.html
https://www.voacambodia.com/a/with-cari-act-us-senators-hope-to-fight-chinese-influence-in-cambodia/4269725.html
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Meeting organizational development challenges: Do-

nors could also facilitate dialogue with CSOs around 

the health of the CSOs themselves. Platforms like the 

Prague Civil Society Center can be venues for discuss-

ing new approaches and methods for improving health 

and well-being of civil society staff and CSO organiza-

tions overall. The Prague Civil Society Center—which has 

worked to build a community of activists, professionals, 

and academics with a goal of helping civil society be-

come more innovative and sustainable26—was cited by 

multiple donors as an example of a structure that could 

be potentially replicated in other regions. Building on 

lessons learned from similar well-respected initiatives, 

donors suggested developing similar centers of cooper-

ation: ones that would include private sector, nontra-

ditional actors, representatives from other sectors and 

emerging or nontraditional donors to civil society. 

Improving Programmatic Approaches to 
Civil Society Engagement
When donors were asked about lessons learned in the 

area of programmatic approaches and methods, they 

cited innovations that fell broadly into three categories: 

• policy and strategy guidance;

• modifications to program design and imple-

mentation; and 

• improvements in monitoring and evaluation.

Policy and Strategic Guidance: Almost all donors in-

terviewed for this paper have developed some form 

of policy or strategy guidance for staff with respect to 

engagement for civil society. Examples of this guidance 

include the requirement that all EU and member states 

should develop country roadmaps for engagement with 

civil society27 and requirements by both the U.S. Agen-

cy for International Development and the U.S.-based 

26  Prague Civil Society Center, “About Us,” https://praguecivilsociety.org/about-us/.

27  EU Roadmap guidance, https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/eu-country-roadmaps-engagement-civil-society_en

28  Directorate-General for External Policies, “Shrinking Space for Civil Society: The EU response,”.2017, http://www.europarl.
europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2017/578039/EXPO_STU(2017)578039_EN.pdf.

29  ODI, “Doing development differently,” https://www.odi.org/projects/2857-doing-development-differently.

Millennium Challenge Cooperation that civil society be 

engaged in the initial diagnostic steps of analysis that 

precede country and project engagement. 

Several sources described frustration with the use of 

diplomatic policy responses, whether implemented bi-

laterally or through multilateral forums. It is clear more 

work needs to be done to think through how best to use 

diplomatic vehicles such as the United Nations. In fact, 

the recent study entitled Shrinking Space for Civil Soci-

ety: The EU response, by the EU Directorate General for 

external policies noted that “The evidence suggests that 

the UN instruments and rules are not a panacea in this 

field, however. Indeed, the European Union has made 

more progress than the United Nations in toughening 

its policy instruments. Some CSOs appealing through 

the UN procedure have been left more vulnerable, as 

this reveals their details to the regimes.” 28

Adaptation in Program Design and Implementation: 
Beyond collaboration and sharing data and informa-

tion regarding tactical strategies to combat existing 

threats, some donors suggested thinking creatively 

about how innovative approaches to development 

programming can be applied to civic engagement pro-

grams and in the CSO context. 

For example, one donor highlighted the program 

design and implementation approach aptly named 

“doing development differently (DDD)” as a possible 

approach that might prove useful to CSOs that are 

facing difficulties implementing programs and sus-

taining operations in a given context. DDD focuses on 

reform and development closer to the ground, work-

ing with local community actors on an iterative pro-

cess through which solutions emerge through learn-

ing and adaptation.29 The emphasis on adaptation as 

part of “doing development differently” lends itself to 

https://praguecivilsociety.org/about-us/
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perhaps serving as a useful tool for implementers of 

programs supporting protection and expansion of civil 

and political space.

Finally, donors identified the diversification of pro-

gram areas and the implementation of cross-sectoral 

program areas as ways to create more sustainable civ-

il society programs. By implementing a range of pro-

gramming, such as a private-sector program alongside 

a traditional civil society program or integrating ele-

ments of each into the other, programs may be more 

resilient to changes in donor assistance or attempts by 

local government to crack down on civic and political 

rights programming. 

Monitoring and reporting challenges: Improving do-

nor approaches to effective reporting and monitor-

ing would ease the burden on civil society. As civil 

society groups diversify funding, they are often bur-

dened with multiple reporting requirements for any 

given program area. While diversification of funding 

can make civil society organizations more resilient to 

changes with respect to donor priorities or other im-

pediments to consistent, future, and sustainable fund-

ing from donors, CSOs may find that the opportunity 

costs and management burdens associated with mul-

tiple reporting requirements exceed the utility of the 

funds being sought. Furthermore, CSO staff may not 

have the necessary skills to provide the appropriate 

level of monitoring and reporting requested, whether 

financial or programmatic. Donors should realize and 

work to mitigate the significance of these burdens and 

how it can negatively impact an organization’s ability 

to successfully implement its advocacy agenda or oth-

er programming. 

Understanding the impact of digital media: Donors 

and their international partners are often responsible 

for the implementation of programs that require spe-

cific expertise they do not necessarily possess. Thus, 

30  Edwin Rekosh, Rethinking the Human Rights Business Model (Washington, DC: CSIS, June 14, 2017), https://www.csis.org/
analysis/rethinking-human-rights-business-model. 

31  Baldus, Poppe, and Wolff, An Overview of Global Initiatives on Countering Closing Space for Civil Society.

they might sometimes benefit from training on sub-

jects like digital advocacy and security. In other cases, 

donors’ support to transit activists outside of coun-

tries for training in digital activism can allow indige-

nous CSOs to learn important skills such as building 

up integrity of passwords or how to organize online 

via Facebook.

Other Donor Strategies for Improving 
Donor Approaches to Civil Society
Creating a clearing house for learning among funders 

of civil society: Donors should recognize, prioritize, 

and implement lessons identified. The CSIS 2017 Re-

port on new Business Models for Human Rights or-

ganizations30 laid out measures that human rights or-

ganizations could take to improve their approach to 

financing and operations, but it seems as if many of 

those recommendations have yet to be implement-

ed. Furthermore, several donors have conducted their 

own reviews and studies, and some have issued policy 

guidance as a result. A meta-database of such reports 

might serve as a useful clearing house for smaller or 

emerging donors or others in the communities of in-

terest as they struggle with how to improve aid deliv-

ering, especially in closing space environments.

A Global Fund for Civil Society? 
While there are global funds whose impact is certainly felt 

by civil society—such as the Fund for Global Human Rights, 

the State Department’s Human Rights and Democracy 

Fund, the Civil Society Innovation Initiative, and many 

others,31 as well as country-based funders’ initiatives and 

philanthropic organizations’ pooling of funding—there 

seems to be a growing need for a more comprehensive 

global fund for civil society. Several experts indicated that 

they would like to see more blended funding approaches 

to civil society. 
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For example, the Civil Society Innovation Initiative (CSII) 

brought together donors with different comparative ad-

vantages and programmatic approaches, whose synergies 

allowed for greater flexibility in methods and approaches 

for assistance. The Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency (SIDA) more commonly provides core 

funding, while USAID is known for its programmatic and 

technical funding. A third participant was able to provide 

more flexible funding, which is often needed in closing or 

changing spaces for civil society. However, the CSII fund’s 

focus was quite specific—aimed at “connecting CSOs re-

gionally and globally; encouraging peer to peer learning; 

providing civil society organizations and their networks 

with virtual and physical platforms to access tools and 

technologies that will bolster their work; amplifying civil 

society voices around the world.”32

A true global fund for civil society could certainly build 

on the success of models such as CSII, partnering pri-

vate philanthropy, multilateral and bilateral donors, but 

should also include private-sector and local partners, re-

flecting changes in the partnership space since the launch 

of many of the current initiatives such as CSII. In addition, 

such a fund could incorporate many of the lessons learned 

about delivery of assistance, including representation 

of the global south, local ownership, innovation around 

technology, and flexibility. Finally, it would have to take 

into consideration the success and challenges associated 

with global funds in other sectors, such as the well-known 

Global Fund in the Health Sector, which serves as a financ-

ing instrument for countries in need of health assistance 

with respect to malaria, tuberculosis, and AIDs.

32  Swedish International Development Agency, “About Cooperation with Civil Society; Innovating Support to Civil Society,” May 23, 
2014, https://www.sida.se/English/partners/our-partners/Civil-society-organisations/About-cooperation-with-civil-society/. 

33  Open Society Foundations, https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/.

34  Open Society Foundations, “2018 Budget Overview,” https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/open-soci-
ety-foundations-2018-budget-overview-20180125.pdf.

35  The Funders’ Initiative for Civil Society (FICS) was established in 2016 to bring together private philanthropy to ensure 
civil society space is free and open and allows for citizen participation free from government restriction. 

CASE STUDY: OPEN SOCI-
ETY FOUNDATIONS (OSF)
The Open Society Foundations’ programming for 

civil society focused on two key areas: protection 

of human rights defenders and pushing back on 

restrictions on civil space. OSF’s focus is also on 

building long-term strategies and solutions to these 

issues. OSF works to “build vibrant, and tolerant de-

mocracies whose governments are accountable and 

open to the participation of all peoples.”33 

OSF funding primarily goes to the United States, 

then Africa, Europe, and finally the Asia/Pacific re-

gion, although funding also goes to other regional 

areas and global programs. The OSF budget is grow-

ing; funding for grants and direct program costs 

grew 19 percent from 2017 to 2018.34 Among phil-

anthropic foundations, OSF remains a leader in the 

democracy, human rights, and governance space. 

OSF works within a shared framework in 7 regions 

and 10 themes and supports not just formal orga-

nizations, but also everything from consultants to 

informal associations. 

The Open Society Foundations work with the 

Funders’ Initiative for Civil Society to address ob-

stacles to delivering civil society funding.35 OSF 

has also employed several innovative strategies as 

a response to these obstacles, such as working to 

build alliances around enabling environments, and 

through collaboration with unions, academics, and 

business institutions. To improve the sustainability 

of CSOs, CSOs are encouraged to develop cross-sec-

toral collaboration and a narrative around the eco-

https://www.sida.se/English/partners/our-partners/Civil-society-organisations/About-cooperation-with-civil-society/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/open-society-foundations-2018-budget-overview-20180125.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/open-society-foundations-2018-budget-overview-20180125.pdf
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nomic value of their organizations. OSF believes that 

foundations and others supporting CSOs should be 

sensitive to CSO resilience and potential challenges, 

such as reputational risk and “guilt by association” 

with certain external donors. Possible approaches to 

mitigate impact of such risks and sustainability also 

include local fundraising, cross-border and regional 

philanthropy, and capacity building with a view to 

building more resilient organizations.

OSF continues to work in critical spaces support-

ing civil society. Perhaps one of its best-known pro-

grams is its Civil Society Leadership Awards, which 

are given to individuals dedicated to social change 

in their communities. But OSF provides substantial 

support in the areas of democratic practice, equality 

and antidiscrimination, human rights movements 

and institutions, justice reform and rule of law, 

journalism, and information and digital rights.

Nevertheless, OSF has not escaped the escalating at-

tacks on support for democracy and human rights. 

OSF’s international operations offices based in Bu-

dapest, Hungary, have, in particular, faced threats 

from the Hungarian government. Most recently, 

the government has prepared for the imposition of 

its “Stop Soros” (referring to George Soros, found-

er and chair of OSF), package of legislation, which, 

invoking national security interests, “would block 

any organization from advising or representing asy-

lum seekers and refugees without a government 

license.”36 By passing these laws, the government 

hopes to impede the work of leading Hungarian hu-

man rights organizations, and especially the work 

of OSF. In response, OSF will move its offices to Ber-

lin, which will undoubtedly have a significant im-

pact on Hungarian civil society and on OSF’s Buda-

pest-based employees. 

36  Open Society Foundations, “The Open Society Foundations to Close International Operations in Budapest,” May 15, 2018, 
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/press-releases/open-society-foundations-close-international-operations-budapest. 

37  SIDA, Guiding principles for SIDA’s engagement with and support to civil society, SIDA prototype, September 2017. 

CASE STUDY: THE SWED-
ISH INTERNATIONAL DE-
VELOPMENT AGENCY 
(SIDA)
The Swedish International Development Agency (SI-

DA)’s approach appears to be virtually unique among 

bilateral donors in a number of ways. First, it is excep-

tional in its sustained focus on advancing aid and de-

velopment effectiveness and on civil society engage-

ment and strengthening. Second, SIDA’s approach to 

its partner agreements—both in structure and with 

respect to the development of joint commitments de-

veloped and adapted by the government of Sweden 

and Swedish civil society organizations (more than 40 

CSOs have joined)—also provides lessons learned for 

other donors in this space. Finally, SIDA has internally 

developed its own principles for engaging with civil 

society and earnestly seeks to improve its approach as 

SIDA “must make sure its own support to civil society 

does not contribute to the shrinking of space.”37 

Although fewer and fewer donors are providing core 

funding, SIDA continues to provide critical core sup-

port in line with the aid and development effective-

ness agenda, which includes country ownership and 

alignment as core principles. Though SIDA does not 

prescribe quotas or specific requirements related to 

core support for local organizations, it advocates for 

the delivery of such assistance at the country level. 

Country-level decisions and regionally based pro-

gramming follow the best practice model of country 

and regionally based delegated authority, recognizing 

the context-specific nature of program design and im-

plementation. Although SIDA partners with Swedish 

organizations, funds are primarily allocated to cer-

tain international organizations recognized for their 

unique approaches to civic space and civil society en-

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/press-releases/open-society-foundations-close-international-operations-budapest
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/press-releases/open-society-foundations-close-international-operations-budapest
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gagement and assistance. This includes organizations 

such as the International Center for Not-for-Profit 

Law, CIVICUS, CSO Partnership for Development Ef-

fectiveness, the Association for Women’s Rights in De-

velopment, and Article 19, who in turn also work with 

local partners and individuals. Increasingly, Sweden is 

working through umbrella organizations in country, 

which then work with smaller, local organizations on 

the ground. 

SIDA supports increased engagement by internation-

al and local private foundations and other groups 

and recognizes the importance of domestic resource 

mobilization. For example, SIDA has worked with 

diaspora groups, connecting these groups with local 

community organizations.

In terms of overall funding, SIDA provided approximately 

$975 million in bilateral assistance to and through CSOs 

(representing 27 percent of that country’s total bilateral 

aid) in 2016. In comparison, the United Kingdom pro-

vided 19 percent of its assistance to and through CSOs 

and the United States provided 25 percent. The OECD 

DAC average for that year was 15 percent.38 

To guide its work with civil society, the government of 

Sweden developed a civil society framework that allows 

for some risk in programming and another under which 

civil society partners should operate. It included a com-

mitment to meet annually to discuss challenges and op-

portunities in the sector. On July 2, 2015, the govern-

ment of Sweden decided on these joint commitments 

with Swedish civil society organizations for enhanced 

dialogue and cooperation in development cooperation. 

The joint commitments are to:

• Create a long-term approach based on common 

principles and commitments.

38  OECD, Aid for Civil Society Organizations.

39  SIDA, Partnership Agreement, http://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-politik/gemensamma-ataganden-for-internatio-
nellt-utvecklingssamarbete/detta-ar-de-gemensamma-atagandena/.

40  SIDA, Guiding Principles for SIDA’s engagement with and support to civil society, SIDA prototype, September 2017, 5. 

• Create an inclusive dialogue between government 

and civil society organizations.

• Ensure the role and added value of civil so-

ciety organizations in achieving the overall 

aid objectives.

The commitments include six key principles of:

• civil society independence and autonomy;

• increased dialogue;

• strengthened quality and long-term development 

cooperation;

• openness and transparency; and

• diversity. 

The government therefore undertakes efforts to provide 

space for civil society organizations to dialogue and de-

velop the exchange of information; protect their inde-

pendence; create clear and long-term conditions; work 

for greater transparency; and enhance the quality of de-

velopment cooperation.39 

More recently SIDA developed guidance for its own 

internal operations, which calls for: 

1. Embracing locally adapted theories of change;

2. Striking a balance between fostering a plural-

istic civil society and supporting CSOs as imple-

menting organizations;

3. Providing aid and development of effective 

CSO support;

4. Supporting CSOs’ own development effective-

ness; and

5. Engaging in policy dialogue with civil society.40 

In developing this guidance, SIDA hopes that other 

donors will use its lessons learned to inform program 

http://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-politik/gemensamma-ataganden-for-internationellt-utvecklingssamarbete/detta-ar-de-gemensamma-atagandena/
http://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-politik/gemensamma-ataganden-for-internationellt-utvecklingssamarbete/detta-ar-de-gemensamma-atagandena/
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design, partner selection, funding approaches, moni-

toring, and CSO engagement.41 

In addition, SIDA prescribes several strategies, 

some of which are described in the lessons learned 

portion of this report and which reflect a broad con-

sensus around many key lessons identified by pri-

vate and public-sector donors alike. While many of 

these are not new, some are indeed innovations on 

previous approaches or build on lessons identified 

in other sectors. For example, SIDA recommends 

that donors consider the following steps: conduct 

stakeholder analysis; use theories of change; design 

aid and development effective support that includes 

both flexible contribution systems and core funding 

aligned with CSO programs; adopt a more tolerant 

financial, programmatic and distributed risk pos-

ture; use appropriate monitoring and evaluation; 

embrace diversity and country ownership; consider 

direct and indirect funding conscious of CSO dy-

namics; engage in dialogue; embrace appropriate 

learning and accountability frameworks; and imple-

ment adaptive programming.42 

While much of the above is perhaps intuitive, SIDA 

has been a leader in developing stand-alone guid-

ance expressly for donors operating in this area, 

drawing extensively on international aid and de-

velopment effectiveness commitments made in Ac-

cra, Busan and Nairobi and research conducted by 

the OECD DAC, CIVICUS, and other experts. While 

other donors have also developed mechanisms for 

addressing challenges in shrinking space environ-

ments, such as the European Instrument for Democ-

racy and Human Rights,43 and other still have con-

ducted strategic reviews to capture lessons learned 

41  Ibid., 3.

42  Ibid., 27.

43  European Commission, “European Instrument for Democracy and Human Rights,” https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/
finance/eidhr_en.htm_en. 

44  UK Department for International Development, “Civil Society Partnership Review,” November 2016, https://www.gov.uk/
government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565368/Civil-Society-Partnership-Review-3Nov2016.pdf. 

such as DFID’s Civil Society Partnership Review,44 

Sweden has employed a variety of instruments and 

policy instruction, as well as strategic implementa-

tion guidance, making it a unique model for oth-

er donors in terms of its approach to addressing 

shrinking and closing civic space issues.

CONCLUSION
Many of the challenges and recommendations re-

garding donor approaches to civil society have been 

raised in past reviews of civil society assistance. The 

challenge of implementing reform and adopting rec-

ommendations within the CSO community was a 

consistent issue identified by those interviewed and 

appearing in literature. Authoritarian rulers and ac-

tors in closed and closing space environments con-

tinue to create new means and methods to constrain 

financial support to CSOs and their fundamental 

freedom to organize and hold leaders accountable. 

Despite impediments to changing the way donors 

engage, fund, and collaborate with CSO partners, al-

most all those who provided feedback stressed the 

need to press forward with reform and with inno-

vative approaches, noting the increasingly difficult 

operating environment and the constantly shifting 

barriers to engagement and support to CSOs.

Whether the creation of new basket funds, centers 

of community, collaboration of groups across sec-

tors, or sharing lessons learned, the importance 

of networks was emphasized repeatedly. Financial 

innovation was perhaps the second-most frequent 

issue raised and the most elusive. More research is 

needed into how donors can practically utilize tools 

https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/finance/eidhr_en.htm_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/how/finance/eidhr_en.htm_en
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565368/Civil-Society-Partnership-Review-3Nov2016.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565368/Civil-Society-Partnership-Review-3Nov2016.pdf
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like blended finance, domestic resource mobiliza-

tion, flexible and core financing, and new financing 

models in the face of an increasingly complex reg-

ulatory environment. Finally, a better understand-

ing of the political and legal environment in which 

CSOs operate is worth further exploration. Ulti-

mately, solutions will have to be tailored to donor 

capacity to deliver and CSO capacity to adapt, but 

perhaps most importantly to the context in which 

CSOs operate. 
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2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
AUSTRALIA 356 429 451 367 469 407 318

AUSTRIA 64 54 44 63 53 49 67

BELGIUM 285 293 265 273 262 263 274

CANADA 665 623 616 683 701 750 805

CZECH REPUBLIC 0 13 12 13 13 15 17

DENMARK 386 388 423 418 440 424 377

EU INSTITUTIONS 1,459 1,560 1,662 1,751 1,852 1,808 2,031

FINLAND 162 159 159 176 182 193 116

FRANCE 135 108 125 94 226 198 206

GERMANY 859 819 924 967 1,010 1,051 1,299

GREECE 2 0 0 0 4 0 0

HUNGARY 0 0 0 0 0 2 1

ICELAND 0 1 2 3 3 4 5

IRELAND 214 199 187 190 195 184 182

ITALY 79 94 59 135 156 201 191

JAPAN 332 248 342 266 260 280 239

KOREA 19 23 27 28 33 39 39

LUXEMBOURG 75 70 75 78 74 72 84

NETHERLANDS 1,342 1,215 1,089 1,086 1,020 1,052 875

NEW ZEALAND 43 53 44 47 52 47 46

NORWAY 696 685 675 749 777 814 821

POLAND 0 0 0 11 13 15 15

PORTUGAL 20 17 15 13 13 12 14

SLOVAK REPUBLIC 0 0 0 4 2 4 7

SLOVENIA 4 4 4 4 3 2 2

SPAIN 784 575 365 322 242 217 320

SWEDEN 747 813 872 914 956 967 975

SWITZERLAND 522 542 620 684 773 871 848

UNITED KINGDOM 1,236 1,695 1,931 2,101 2,414 2,547 2,423

UNITED STATES 6,911 7,013 6,425 6,432 6,734 7,184 7,171

TOTAL 17,399 17,693 17,413 17,872 18,931 19,672 19,768

OFFICIAL DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE (ODA) TO AND THROUGH CSOS 
(USD MILLION, DISBURSEMENTS, CONSTANT 2015 PRICES)
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DAC SECTOR 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016
SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES 8171 8338 9090 8931 8958 8174 8233
EDUCATION 865 813 892 767 737 805 1031
HEALTH 939 1141 1193 1328 1503 1388 1305
POPULATION POLICIES & REPRODUCTIVE 
HEALTH 2516 2646 2768 2774 2571 2434 2415

WATER SUPPLY & SANITATION 308 302 341 324 385 421 338
GOVERNMENT & CIVIL SOCIETY 2919 2885 3394 3271 3284 2787 2822
‘OF WHICH SUPPORT TO WOMEN’S EQUALITY 
ORGANIZATIONS 168 261 190 139 158 255 194

SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURES AND SERIVICES 624 551 503 468 478 338 322
ECONOMIC INFRASTRUCTURE AND SERVICES 556 517 419 493 444 353 349
TRANSPORT & STORAGE 174 105 51 95 37 33 45
COMMUNICATIONS 25 41 23 21 16 20 26
ENERGY 64 91 86 85 129 76 77
BANKING FINANCIAL SERVICES 89 87 118 96 94 94 56
BUSINESS & OTHERS SERVICES 204 193 141 196 169 131 145
PRODUCTION 1008 1013 972 949 1022 1160 1106
AGRICULTURE FORESTRY & FISHING 755 779 759 709 799 902 831
INDUSTRY MINING & CONSTRUCTION 153 139 108 131 124 158 194
TRADE POLICIES & TOURISM 99 95 105 108 99 99 82
GENERAL ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION 292 316 314 355 464 417 381
FOOD AID 528 706 559 386 467 577 516
HUMANITARIAN ASSISTANCE 3161 3140 2858 3296 3932 4614 4957
EMERGENCY RESPONSE 2953 2901 2626 3029 3625 4313 4641
RECONSTRUCTION RELIEF 87 127 77 72 113 150 106
DISASTER PREVENTION 122 112 155 195 194 178 209
REFUGEES IN DONOR COUNTRIES 192 144 160 156 200 193 346
UNSPECIFIED 1455 1546 1006 954 833 782 693

TOTAL 15362 15720 15378 15519 16320 16298 16582

VOLUME OF DAC MEMBER ODA BY SECTOR, 2010–2016  
(USD MILLION, DISBURSEMENTS, CONSTANT 2015 PRICES)
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