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Who we are

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation is the only global alliance dedicated 
to enhancing the rights, freedoms, health and vitality of civil society as a whole. 

We’ve worked for nearly two decades to strengthen
civic action and civil society throughout the world. We
believe a healthy society is one where people have
multiple opportunities to participate, come together,
deliberate and act for the common good. 

The world is rich in campaigning organisations, voluntary
bodies, charities, protest and other interest groups, and 
various social movements – which collectively, we call civil
society. Uniquely, our purpose as CIVICUS is to strengthen
civil society as a whole. We work to protect and grow the
civic space where people can express and organise them-
selves. We speak up for civil society when it encounters
di!culties and challenges, and work to win it more recog-
nition and in"uence.

We are a global membership network, and are under-
pinned by a set of core values and principles, which inform
our work and our partnerships.1 Our alliance encompasses
a geographically and thematically diverse and growing
membership of over 1,000 people and organisations in
over 100 countries.2  Our membership base is also comple-
mented by a wide range of partnerships. We work with a
broad network of global, regional, national and local civil
society organisations (CSOs) and other parts of civil society,
as well as governments, donors and a wide range of other
institutions. 

We research, analyse and convene to generate and
share knowledge, and based on this analysis, we act to
strengthen civil society. To achieve impact we communi-
cate, campaign and advocate. We are a network; in every-
thing we do, we partner. We recognise that for e#ective and
sustainable civic action citizens must enjoy the rights of
free association, assembly and expression, and to be able
to engage the di#erent power-holders within society in
ways that respect people’s voices and enable the expres-
sion of di#erent points of view.

This understanding underpins the three pillars of what 
we do:

• We promote civic existence - by defending 
people’s fundamental rights to organise and 
act collectively for the public good.

• We promote civic expression - by strength-
ening the capabilities of civil society groups to 
amplify the voices of citizens.

• We promote civic engagement - by fostering 
interaction between citizens, civil society 
groups, other institutions and power-holders 
to make public institutions re"ect the will of 
the people and be more accountable to them.

Our mission:
To strengthen citizen action and civil
society throughout the world.
Our vision:
A worldwide community of informed,
inspired, committed citizens engaged
in confronting the challenges facing
humanity.

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation
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1. More on our core values of justice and equality, reciprocity, knowledge, vision and principled courage can be found on our website at 
http://www.civicus.org/about-us-125

2. Correct as of December 2012. 



Foreword

I believe that the need for an alliance like CIVICUS has
never been greater. The many challenges and crises
in the world coincide with a rare chance to reshape it.
I am confident that civil society can face up to the
challenge of this vital generational opportunity to
imagine and realise a better and more just world. 
The next five years, the period covered by our new
strategic priorities, will be critical.  

But we will only be able to do this if we connect with each
other and make sure we scale up our voice and impact.  We
will only be able to contribute meaningfully if the condi-
tions in which we work enable us to participate, to innovate
and to lead. We will only be able to make breakthroughs
and $nd solutions if we can achieve meaningful in"uence
and participation in decision-making, at all levels. It is in
these three areas that I believe CIVICUS will make a unique
contribution over the next $ve years. 

As the CIVICUS Board of Directors sets its new strategic
priorities for 2013 to 2017, one thing is very clear for me.
As citizens and as civil society, we cannot do things alone.
We must celebrate and embrace our di#erence, our diver-
sity and our pluralism. Yet at the same time, we must be 
capable of coming together at critical moments, and iden-
tifying and acting upon all opportunities to achieve
change, wherever and whenever possible. 

In the next $ve years, there will be other organisations
and movements like CIVICUS that can scale up rapidly, that
can mobilise thousands or millions in society and that can
$nd common cause and action at crucial moments. To
achieve a better future, we want and need to work with
them. But I know CIVICUS has a unique role to play as a
trusted broker and facilitator, and as a long-term advocate
for, and critical friend of, civil society. We are unique as an
alliance of individuals and civil society organisations - those
who go the distance - and we remain committed to a cause
even when others move on. 

We have been asking ourselves the question of how
over the next $ve years CIVICUS can deliver on the aspira-
tions and dreams of our constituents to see a stronger
global civil society, while acting as an alliance in everything
we do. In setting our new strategy, our Board deliberately
chose to begin as we mean to go on - by empowering the
network and alliance to drive our work. To develop our new
strategy, we carried out over 20 consultations, involving
and listening to over 1,000 of our constituents. Our mem-
bers ran consultations, using a comprehensive toolkit we

provided, and they reported back to the secretariat on
what their constituents had to say. Coordinated – but not
owned – by the CIVICUS secretariat, this consultation
process generated an enormously rich diversity and depth
of material.  

This report summarises the key themes that emerged
through this process. I urge you to read this report along-
side our new 2013-2017 strategic priorities, which will
guide our work for the next $ve years. I trust you will $nd 
a strong connection between what our constituents told 
us, and how we will now focus and operationalise the 

alliance’s work. 
Finally, we want you to

join the CIVICUS alliance as a
member. By doing so, you will
strengthen civil society and
citizen action around the
world. 

Katsuji Imata
Acting Secretary General
CIVICUS: World Alliance for
Citizen Participation
December 2012

CIVICUS has a unique role to play 
as a trusted broker and facilitator, 
and as a long-term advocate for, 
and critical friend of, civil society. 
We are unique as an alliance of 
individuals and civil society organ-
isations - those who go the distance -
and we remain committed to a 
cause even when others move on. 
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Executive summary

The CIVICUS alliance has grown into a worldwide 
network of respected civil society actors. Our Board
of Directors, elected by the CIVICUS membership, 
set strategic priorities every five years for the organ-
isation. These priorities direct and govern everything
we do.  

Our previous strategic directions, for the period from 2008
to 2012, are now expiring. CIVICUS therefore began a 
comprehensive consultation process to gather information
from our broader constituency and alliance members, and
to engage them as active participants in the process of 
establishing new priorities for the future. 

We engaged partners, members, and other constituents
in di#erent ways over the $rst half of 2012. We did this to
determine what their priorities and challenges are, and on
that basis to formulate a strategy that ensures CIVICUS 
remains responsive to their needs and aspirations. Between
February and July 2012, we used three approaches in 
particular to gather inputs from the alliance:

• We held 14 physical consultations in 6 global 
regions, organised with local partners.

• We held 8 thematic dialogues through online 
webinars, each designed to reach out to key 
new constituencies within civil society.

• We sent an online survey to the full alliance,
which received 502 responses.

In all the consultations, participants were asked a number
of direct questions to determine key $ndings and themes
that could shape key priorities for the future. They were
asked to identify challenges that humanity currently faces
and that will continue over the next $ve years. A wide range
of issues was raised, which have been distilled into $ve key
thematic areas evident worldwide: 

1. A de$cit between citizens’ expectations of 
democracy and its implementation in practice.

2. A crisis of global governance and the failure of
governance systems to maintain order. 

3. Growing economic insecurity and inequality. 

4. Major shifts in global geopolitics, alongside 
the rise of newly emerging powers. 

5. Contestation over new civic spaces as they 
emerge and a battle for power and space 
within them. 

The picture that was evident through the consultation
process was that of a global environment with increasingly
weak national and global governance mechanisms; these
are characterised by a democratic de$cit, which is clearly
failing to deliver equitable societies. Simultaneously, there
are shifting dynamics in global powers, alongside endur-
ing, and noticeably increasing, economic insecurity and 
inequality.

We then asked participants what the leading challenges
faced by civil society are currently, and what they will be
during the next $ve years. A common concern, repeated in
various consultations, was the emerging but powerful 
disconnect between di#erent parts of civil society, as well
as between organised civil society and citizens. A related
concern was a broad lack of awareness of the diversity and
the intrinsic value of civil society. High interest was 
expressed in ensuring closer working relationships among
civil society practitioners, as well as a need to prioritise 
inclusivity in civil society and its work, by amplifying and
giving priority to marginalised, muted and seldom heard
voices. 

The picture that was evident 
through the consultation process 
was that of a global environment 
with increasingly weak national and
global governance mechanisms;
these are characterised by a 
democratic deficit, which is clearly
failing to deliver equitable societies. 

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation
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Although a varied picture of civil society space issues
emerged through these consultations, it became clear that
CIVICUS’ work to support civil society under threat was 
considered to be an important part of our identity and the
support we o#er to civil society. Two leading issues that
were of particular concern to those consulted were the 
underexplored potential of online civic spaces and the 
opportunities these hold for civil society, and the increas-
ing contestation of these newly burgeoning ‘virtual’ civic
spaces. Another area of concern evident was a need to sup-
port meaningful civil society access, in"uence and engage-
ment at the national and multilateral levels, with the aim
of ensuring improved governance, engagement and 
accountability. Available resources for civil society, both
human and $nancial, as well as capacity concerns, remain
critical limitations for many CSOs. Many respondents see
increased demand for their work, but this is combined with
reduced resources, as a result of di!cult global economic
circumstances. Continuing to improve and strengthen civil
society legitimacy and accountability was also considered
to be essential. 

Participants were asked to re"ect on the approaches
CIVICUS should adopt to respond to these challenges 
e#ectively. Through the discussions, it became clear that
should CIVICUS choose to retain its current four ways of
working (knowledge generation and analysis; communi-
cation; convening; advocacy), these will need to opera-
tionalise and reinforce the future strategic priorities or
directions. 

Feedback from the consultations was that knowledge
generation should remain a key priority for CIVICUS in the
next strategic period. In order to continue to communicate
and convene e#ectively, CIVICUS needs to ensure that
while expanding its online presence, it also focuses on 
amplifying voices of the digitally marginalised; it cannot be
assumed that online access is equal, and this is a serious
concern to take into account. Priorities will need to be care-
fully balanced between working with new online activists
and social movements, and supporting pre-existing civil
society structures and o%ine actions. CIVICUS must ensure
that advocacy e#orts undertaken accurately re"ect the 
priorities of the alliance and membership base. In particu-

lar, there is a clear need to strike the right balance between
global processes and issues, and those of national 
thematic, or localised contexts. 

It became clear through consultations that CIVICUS
must work towards adopting an organisational model best
suited to respond to the needs of members, and to helping
achieve the goals set by members within the alliance. Key
tensions and questions emerged that need to be resolved
as part of the next strategic plan, in order to strengthen
CIVICUS and its work, and that of the alliance. These 
include:

1. Civil society diversity:  the extent to which 
CIVICUS can handle and respond to increas-
ingly diverse needs from civil society.

2. The prioritisation of support for organisations
or individuals:  questions emerged as to 
whether CIVICUS can prioritise both groups as 
members or as foci for civil society strength-
ening, and how to balance the di#erent needs 
of the two groups. 

3. Global versus local issues:  again, there is a 
need to be clear about where CIVICUS should 
put its focus and resources and where the 
balance should be.

4. Network empowerment:  how CIVICUS can 
operate, and scale up its impact, as a network

5. The role of members within the organisational
priorities and work of CIVICUS.

6. Financial sustainability and the diversi$cation
of civil society.

Throughout the consultations, participants urged CIVICUS
to be a heterogeneous, representative and inventive net-
work of equal partners. The objective for CIVICUS’ Board of
Directors, as they now set the 2013-2017 strategic priori-
ties, is to listen to these aspirations, and determine how to
strengthen the alliance for the future.  

It became clear through consultations
that CIVICUS must work towards
adopting an organisational model
best suited to respond to the needs 
of members, and to helping achieve
the goals set by members within 
the alliance. 



Introduction

Over the last two decades, CIVICUS: World Alliance for
Citizen Participation (CIVICUS) has grown from a small
group of civil society experts to an international civil
society network with over 1,000 members in over 100
countries dedicated to strengthening civil society
space and citizen action. 

With its twentieth anniversary in 2013, CIVICUS faces a 
signi$cant juncture in its development as a global network.
Our former Secretary General, Ingrid Srinath, described
CIVICUS as a “small tree with a big shadow”. With a relatively
small secretariat based in Johannesburg, CIVICUS has a 
reputation as a loyal friend of civil society. This reputation
has been gained through work to support the growth and
development of civil society, to help address challenges,
and serve as a source of support in times of di!culty. 

In 2012, CIVICUS concluded implementation of the pre-
vious set of Strategic Directions (SDs), set from 2008 to
2012. The geo-economic, political and social landscapes
have shifted greatly since these SDs were developed. 
Between 2008 and 2012, three leading principles guided
CIVICUS: 

1. Protecting the rights of civil society actors. 

2. Strengthening good practice within civil 
society. 

3. Strengthening civil society’s ability to in"uence 
policies and practices of other sectors and 
players, including governments and the 
private sector. 

CIVICUS’ full 2008-2012 Strategic Directions can be found
at https://www.civicus.org/about-us/accountability/strate-
gic-directions.  

As the previous Strategic Directions were under devel-
opment in early 2007, the United State’s housing bubble
burst, triggering a global $nancial crisis. The resulting 
recession plunged vast populations into economic insecu-

rity, exacerbated inequality and highlighted the nature of
an international economic and political system that privi-
leged pro$t over people. It also brought on a new age of
uncertainty, with little clarity over when or how the crisis
could be resolved. Dissatis$ed with business as usual and
the inability to exercise individual agency, people across
the world increasingly united to demand systemic change
and $ght for a di#erent world system; there raised chal-
lenges against the relevance of old institutions, including
even civil society organisations (CSOs). The era saw protests
spread from the Arab region to Sub-Saharan Africa, Europe,
the Americas, Asia and beyond. This culminated in mass
mobilisations occurring in as many as 90 countries in 2011.

At present, the planet faces a bleak future, with
prospects of an uncertain economic outlook and diminish-
ing planetary resources alongside increasing political 
instability and social unrest. In so many contexts, impotent
leaders and institutions lack ambition to take decisive 
actions to resolve the converging crises confronting 
humanity.

In an increasingly complex and uncertain world, there
is a need to examine how collectively we, as citizens and
civil society, manage these crises. The World Economic
Forum’s Global Risk Report 2012 highlighted the impor-
tance of a shift within global politics; there is a need for "ex-
ible, iterative, multi-stakeholder ‘anticipatory governance’
in tackling crises, and an increased necessity to ask, ‘how
safe are our safeguards?’3 There remains great uncertainty
about what solutions can resolve the challenges facing 

CIVICUS has a reputation as a loyal
friend of civil society. This reputation
has been gained through work to
support the growth and development
of civil society, to help address 
challenges, and serve as a source of
support in times of di!culty. 

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation
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3. Global Risks 2012, Insight Report, World Economic Forum, pp. 21-23.  Available at: http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GlobalRisks_

Report_2012.pdf. 
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humanity. The report also suggests the potential emer-
gence of a period of great possibility, where new 
approaches and innovative methods can be developed to
better serve civil society and address the important 
concern of social justice. 

It is within this complex context that the CIVICUS Board
of Directors embarked on a process of developing a new
strategy for 2013 to 2017. The CIVICUS Board have made
use of a leadership transition period, and the necessary
$ve-year reformulation of Strategic Priorities to take stock
and refresh the focus of CIVICUS and its alliance in a
changed world.4

During the period between 2008 and 2012, CIVICUS 
operated under three Strategic Directions. However, during
the review process of the material that emerged in the
2013 to 2017 consultations, the CIVICUS Board made a 
conscious decision to adopt the term Strategic Priorities 
instead. This term better captures the sense of purpose and
focus of the new strategy.

Given the dramatic changes of recent years, and follow-
ing CIVICUS’ research into the challenge of disconnects
within civil society, the CIVICUS Board made use of the 
opportunity to connect with a broader civil society con-
stituency, including groups of actors with which CIVICUS
has not traditionally had strong links. From February to July
2012 a team within the CIVICUS secretariat was commis-
sioned by the Board to organise an extensive global con-
sultation with CIVICUS’ stakeholders. The purpose of the
consultations was to determine the priorities and needs of
CIVICUS constituents, current and future. As a result, the
new Strategic Priorities should directly re"ect our con-
stituents’ demands. 
CIVICUS’ strategic planning did not take place in isolation.
Indeed, as CIVICUS underwent consultations, numerous

close partners and allies also went through similar
processes to refresh their strategies and revise their prior-
ities. This is indicative of a time of change and transforma-
tion for many. 

This report presents the summary $ndings of the com-
prehensive consultative process that was undertaken. The
report sets out to analyse the comprehensive array of new
material that was gathered, and present outcomes and key
overarching $ndings. 

4. A statement explaining the resignation of the former Secretary General can be found at https://www.civicus.org/en/news-and-resources/ 
746-leadership-transition-at-civicus-world-alliance-for-citizen-participation. In October 2012, CIVICUS announced the appointment of a 
new Secretary General. 

This report presents the summary
findings of the comprehensive 
consultative process that was 
undertaken. The report sets out to
analyse the comprehensive array 
of new material that was gathered, 
and present outcomes and key 
overarching findings. 



1. Methodology
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5. The LTSC was a temporary committee of the CIVICUS Board, set up in 2012 to consult members and provide the Board with a clear vision 
of what kind of leader CIVICUS’ next Secretary General should be. The LTSC was comprised of: Acting Secretary General Katsuji Imata, Jay 
Naidoo and Board Chair, David Bonbright, and led by Nyaradzayi Gumbonzvanda, Board Vice Chair. 

6. https://www.civicus.org/images/stories/resources/Consultation%20Toolkit%20-%20CIVICUS%20Strategic%20Directions.pdf 

In the first half of 2012, CIVICUS engaged a range of
di"erent participatory methodologies to consult on
new Strategic Priorities. All consultations aimed to 
establish a comprehensive organisational agenda for
the next five years, focusing on global priorities for
civil society. 

The process included calls to the broader CIVICUS con-
stituency to identify critical organisational priorities, and
ways of working together to implement and achieve them. 
Sources used to identify issues include:

• Physical consultations in 14 countries.

• Eight in-focus thematic dialogues held via 
online webinars.  

• An online survey completed by 502 CIVICUS 
constituents, including members, partners, 
sta#, and donors. 

• Desk research, including a literature review of 
key reports produced by CIVICUS, as well as 
strategy documents and forecasts by key civil 
society and intergovernmental organisations.

• Formal submissions by CIVICUS sta# on the 
organisation’s theory of change, and from the 
CIVICUS Board’s Leadership Transition Steering 
Committee (LTSC).5

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches and methods
were employed, with the latter given greater weighting. 

1.1 Consultations in 14 countries

Cognisant of the digital divide, CIVICUS sought to hold
physical consultations in various regions worldwide, 
generally hosted by partner organisations. In total, CIVICUS
hosted 14 consultations; in Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, 
Europe, the Middle East and South America. To strengthen
participation and a sense of ownership of the process by
members, CIVICUS developed a toolkit to enable CIVICUS
sta#, Board members and member organisations to facili-
tate consultations. The toolkit was published on the 
CIVICUS website and publicised through induction sessions
for members.6 It was also translated in part in French, 
Portuguese and Spanish to encourage broader participa-
tion by the alliance. (See Table 1: Strategic Directions Con-
sultations on page 10) 

There was signi$cant diversity in the composition of the
consultations, including in the number of participants 
present. However, typically, between 15 and 20 practition-
ers participated in each CIVICUS consultation, predomi-
nantly from local civil society. CIVICUS held consultations
in collaboration with local partners, who played a critical
role in ensuring the inclusion of local contextual issues 
and local civil society partners. Consultations were either 
two hours, four hours, or full-day in length. Agendas were 
tailored to $t the local environment and audience, but
placed within a broader CIVICUS global agenda. The 
participants were asked to re"ect on challenges facing 
humanity and civil society, through a combination of
breakout discussion groups and plenary conversations.
Groups were asked to identify top priorities for CIVICUS and
how they felt the organisation is best positioned to address
the issues raised. Rapporteurs were responsible for creating
a report on the issues raised in consultations, which was
submitted to the secretariat for analysis. A standardised
template was created to enable this analysis.
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Table 1:   Strategic Directions Consultations

Date

1 February

27 February

12 March

20 March

20 March

5 April

25 April 

15 May 

28 May

30 May 

1 June

8 June 

3 July

3 July

Location

Seoul, South Korea

Manila, Philippines

Copenhagen, Denmark

Istanbul, Turkey 

Kingston, Jamaica

St Augustine, Trinidad 
and Tobago

Rabat, Morocco

Beijing, China

Helsinki, Finland

Maputo, Mozambique

Johannesburg, 
South Africa

Buenos Aires, Argentina

London, United Kingdom

Ouagadougou, 
Burkina Faso

Region

Asia

Asia

Europe

Asia/Europe

Caribbean

Caribbean

Middle East

Asia

Europe

Africa

Africa 

South America

Europe

Africa

Partner organisation

PPRM with the support of Ko$d

Caucus of Development NGO 
Networks (CODE-NGO)

Civil Society in Development (CISU)
(formerly Project Advice and Training
Centre)

Third Sector Foundation of Turkey
(TUSEV)

Association of Development Agencies
(ADA)

Institute of International Relations 
at the University of the West Indies
(IIR-UWI)

L’Espace Associatif

Chinese Association of NGOs (CANGO)

Service Centre for Development 
Cooperation (KEPA)

Fundação para o Desenvolvimento da
Comunidade (FDC)

South African Forum for International
Solidarity (SAFIS)

La Red Argentina para la Cooperación
Internacional (RACI) and Asociación
Mutual Israelita Argentina (AMIA)

National Council for Voluntary Organi-
sations (NCVO)

Civil Society Organisation Network for
Development (RESOCIDE)



Table 2:   Virtual dialogues

Date

16 May

23 May

30 May

Title/theme9

Youthquake: young 
people shaking up the system!

Civil society in crisis: civil society
funding and the way forward

Finding common ground: 
faith-based organisations and 
a global alliance 

Presentations and speakers

Co-management of the Youth Department in the 
Council of Europe: Maria Paschou, Chairperson, Youth 
Advisory Council, Council of Europe (Greece).

Young people – the hope of the nation! 
Experiences from the Arab Spring: Ahmad Fathelbab,
Founder, Qabila.tv (Egypt).

The Youthquake: !ndings from the CIVICUS State of 
Civil Society 2011 report: Ciana-Marie Pegus, Strategic 
Directions O!cer,  CIVICUS (Trinidad and Tobago).

The economic crisis and the impact of funding cuts on 
civil society in the UK: Oliver Henman, UK and International
Campaigns Manager, National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations (United Kingdom) 

Civil society funding patterns, trends and survival strategies:
lessons from the CIVICUS State of Civil Society 2011 report:
Amy Miller-Taylor, Resource Mobilisation Manager, 
CIVICUS (United States).  

The role of faith-based organisations in peace building 
initiatives: Reverend Kyoichi Sugino, Deputy Secretary 
General, Religions for Peace (Japan / United States).

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation
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7. Participants came from Argentina, Barbados, Belgium, Botswana, Brazil, Bulgaria, Cameroon, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, Ethiopia, Egypt,
France, Greece, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Italy, Jamaica, Kenya, the Netherlands, Pakistan, the Philippines, Romania, South Africa, Spain, 
Sweden, Togo, Turkey, Turkmenistan, Uganda, the United Kingdom and the United States.

1.2 Thematic dialogues via online 
webinars

CIVICUS also o#ered a series of online consultations, which
were designed to recognise the rich diversity of associa-
tional life, and which sought to bridge the gaps between
diverse and often isolated groups within civil society.
The webinars therefore aimed to include di#erent consti-
tuencies, partly with the aspiration of growing a broader 
CIVICUS alliance for the future. The themes of the webinars
are as follows:

• Developing meaningful youth participation.

• The future of civil society funding.

• Finding common ground with faith-based 
organisations.

• The role of new media in social change.

• Areas of common interest with trade unions. 

• Amplifying marginalised and muted voices.

• The role of cultural practitioners as agents of 
change.

CIVICUS made use of an online participatory platform,
which allowed participants to connect remotely from their
various locations worldwide, and included presentations
and focussed discussions on the given theme. Webinars ran
for 90 minutes, with an average of 15 to 20 participants. 
The webinars were successful in attracting diverse civil 
society actors, operating from very diverse regions and
countries.7
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Table 2:   Virtual dialogues  continued ...

Date Location Presentations and speakers

6 June

12 June

13 June

20 June

27 June

An o#ine and online revolution:
new media and civil society

Confronting challenges facing 
humanity: a civil society agenda
for 2013 - 2017

Trade unionists at the vanguard
for the fight for social protection

Amplifying marginalised and
muted voices

Cultural activists: the champions
of social change

A disconnected civil society – where does faith !t in?: 
Andrew Firmin, Convening and Communications 
Manager, CIVICUS (United Kingdom). 

Digital activism and its role in revolutionary and 
post-revolutionary Egypt: Ramy Raoof, Founder, 
Egyptian Blog for Human Rights (Egypt).

The dangers of a single story: Kony 2012: Rosebell Kagumire,
Editor and Digital Rights Campaigner, Channel 16 (Uganda).

The clampdown on online civic space: an overview of trends 
in internet restrictions: Ciana-Marie Pegus, Strategic 
Directions O!cer, CIVICUS (Trinidad and Tobago).

Introducing CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation:
Katsuji Imata, Acting Secretary General, CIVICUS (Japan). 

Strengthening civil society to confront the challenges facing
humanity: lessons learned from the CIVICUS State of Civil 
Society 2011 report: Andrew Firmin, Convening and 
Communications Manager, CIVICUS (United Kingdom).

The aftermath of the economic crisis and the role of trade
unions in the renewed call for social protection: 
Georgios Altintzis, Policy Advisor, Economic and Social 
Policy Department, ITUC (International).

Trade unionists under threat: a case study from Colombia:
Miguel Puerto, Lawyer, The International Centre for Trade
Union Rights (Colombia / United Kingdom).

Patriarchy and the Occupy Movement: Lucinda Marshall, 
Director, Feminist Peace Network (United States).

Gender mainstreaming: beyond-box ticking:
Ennie Chipembere, Head of Programmes, Action Aid 
International (Zimbabwe / South Africa).

International solidarity and a global civil society alliance:
Patrick Anderson, Policy Advisor, Forest Peoples’ 
Programme (Australia / Indonesia).  

Challenges to freedom of expression in Africa: 
Belisa Rodrigues, Manager, Arterial Network (South Africa).

Art, advocacy and activism: Rubadiri Victor, Founder, Artist
Coalition of Trinidad and Tobago (Trinidad and Tobago).

Bridging the gap between cultural activists and other civil 
society organisations: Andrew Firmin, Convening and 
Communications Manager, CIVICUS (United Kingdom). 



1.3 Online survey

CIVICUS circulated an online survey to a broad range of
stakeholders in May and June 2012. This focused on asking
respondents to identify key challenges in the external 
environment, as well as priority areas of work for CIVICUS
over the next $ve years. The survey was open to the public
for two weeks and was available in English, French and
Spanish. 502 respondents completed responses. Respon-
dents, as is the case with opt-in surveys, were self-selecting.

Respondents may have been more engaged and familiar
with CIVICUS’ work than non-respondents, and there-
fore may not be representative of a wider civil society 
constituency. The results of the survey were for this reason
used sparingly to supplement and triangulate data from
other sources, which provided the basis for consultation
$ndings. The intention of the online survey was to give an
opportunity to ensure that CIVICUS’ constituents were 
involved, from an early stage, in the Strategic Priorities
process. 
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Figure 1:    Language breakdown of survey respondents

Figure 2:    Survey respondents’ type of a!liation with CIVICUS
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A!liation with CIVICUS 
In total, 118 of CIVICUS’ current and former mem-
bers and project partners responded, amounting to
just under a quarter of all responses. The majority of
responses (370) came from individual citizens for-
mally a!liated with CIVICUS. This represented two
thirds of all responses.

Language breakdown 
Out of 502 responses, respondents answered in the
following languages:

• 329 responded in English

• 127 in Spanish

• 46 in French
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Geographical focus of work
110 respondents stated that they focussed on Latin Amer-
ica; 24.5% of all respondents were based in Latin America.
Several respondents from the region vocally stated they
wish to see more e#ective, concrete engagement in the 
region. The high number of respondents from the region
may be because the survey was sent to a large number of
Latin American CSOs, due to CIVICUS’ Latin American out-
reach focus during 2012. 

The second highest percentage of respondents came from
Sub-Saharan Africa (18.5%), a region in which CIVICUS has
a solid presence. 17.6% of respondents stated that they
worked internationally or in more than one region. 14.5%
of respondents were based in Asia, which, as home of more
than half the global population, represents a relatively low
proportion. 39 out of the 448 respondents (8.7%) were
based in Europe. Just under 5% of respondents were from
the Middle East and North Africa region. A similar number
were from North America. It is important to note the low
response rate from North America; given the coincidental
absence of physical regional consultations held (two were
planned but cancelled unexpectedly), this means that
North American domestic voices were under-represented
in the consultations. 3.6% of survey respondents were from
the Paci$c region, which is an impressive number given the
small size of the Paci$c population. 2.6% of respondents
came from the other regions (Caribbean and Eurasia) 
combined.

Level of work
The largest number of respondents (28%) reported that
their work primarily focussed on their speci$c national con-
text. 22% stated that their work focussed on more than one
level, ranging from local, national, regional or global. 18%
and 17% respectively were concerned with their local and
regional environments. 15% indicated that they work on a
global level. 
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Figure 3:   Survey respondents' geographical focus of work
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Figure 4:   Survey respondents' level of work



Professional a!liation
CIVICUS de$nes civil society as “the arena, outside of the
family, the state and the market, which is created by indiv-
idual and collective actions, organisations and institutions
to advance shared interests”8.  Thus the survey sought to

understand the range of CIVICUS’ constituency, including
not only di#erent forms of CSOs, but also those outside the
formal demarcations of civil society. People working or 
volunteering for CSOs accounted for the largest number of
respondents; 64% were a!liated with CSOs. 

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation

15

8. This de$nition is used within the CIVICUS Civil Society Index, an action research project to assess the state of civil society. 

Individual consultants made up 8% of respondents, with
the same percentage of individuals associated with aca-
demic institutions, research institutes and think tanks.

4% of respondents considered themselves outside all
categories provided. Participants selecting ‘other’ were
asked to specify the nature of their organisation or work.
Several classed their organisations as human rights, cultural
or non-governmental organisations, or their interest as 
research, all of which are covered by CIVICUS’ de$nition of
civil society. Despite these groups falling within the param-
eters of civil society, respondents opted not to class them-
selves as such. Although only 3% of respondents were
a!liated with grant-making foundations, this is a relatively
good sample size of this constituency. In comparison, 
responses from the media and the private sector, were very
limited; this is an indication that CIVICUS needs to
strengthen its links with both sectors. 

Figure 5:   Survey respondents' professional a!liation
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2. Findings and analysis

2.1 Challenges facing humanity: 
what CIVICUS constituents think

In this report, CIVICUS sought to synthesise and give 
appropriate weighting to concerns emerging through the
various sources listed above. One important methodolog-
ical limitation emerged in this process: the clustering and
categorisation of challenges was done di#erently for di#er-
ent data sources. As a result, no one source of evidence pro-
vided clear categories. Figure 1, as an example, shows six
particular categories online survey respondents were of-
fered as categories to vote for. However these are complex
and often overlap, and therefore rarely corresponded to 
implicit categorisations used by participants in physical
consultations and webinars. 

The result of this was that when conducting analysis,
CIVICUS had to undertake more qualitative synthesis, and
attach only appropriate signi$cance and weighting to

quantitative data generated by the survey. Nevertheless,
despite methodological limitations, the survey, combined
with reports of webinars and physical consultation, showed
that the key challenges facing humanity, in the opinions of
our constituents, could be summarised as the following:

1. A de$cit between citizens’ expectations of 
democracy and its practice in reality.

2. A global governance crisis and the general 
failure of governance systems.

3. Rising economic insecurity and inequality.

4. Large shifts in global geopolitics and a rise of 
new, emerging economic and political powers.

5. Contestation over new and changing civic 
spaces. 
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9.  Participants were asked to rank challenges facing humanity between 1 and 6, with 1 being the most relevant challenge. This chart captures
the accumulated number of 1, 2 and 3 votes for each category, with the categories summarised. Categories were (i) weak governance 
systems, failing to tackle economic and climate crises or produce equitable, people-centred, sustainable societies; (ii) growing inequality 
and unemployment, driven by economic crisis; (iii) limited civic participation, which is constrained by restrictive laws, bad policies, and no
funding; (iv) social unrest and political instability; (v) con"ict, violence, and limited resources, driven in part by climate crisis; and (vi) poor 
intercultural understanding between di#erent peoples, faiths and ethnicities.
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Figure 6:   What our constituents think - the challenges facing humanity9
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2.1.1 A democratic de!cit

The most pressing issue identi$ed was that of weak gover-
nance systems failing to tackle economic and climate crises
or to produce equitable, people-centred and sustainable
societies. 

The growth of dissent in 2011 and 2012 represents a
clarion call for a change in the relationship between those
who govern and those who are governed. Governments’
lack of response to citizens’ demands for change have
forced people to take to the streets in a call for better 
governance. In the Burkina Faso consultation, African
human rights defenders highlighted that even countries
with longstanding democracies in the global North are
now sites of heated protest and burgeoning people power
movements, demonstrating disillusionment with represen-
tative democracy. 

The consultations repeatedly echoed that ordinary 
citizens are largely excluded from the governance and 
decision-making processes that directly a#ect their lives. 
Despite the emergence of innovative models of social 
accountability and increased transparency in some areas
of regulation and policy-making, these improvements are
neither widespread nor adequate. This democratic de$cit
poses a threat to a number of areas, such as quality and 
e#ectiveness of public policy-making, and planning and
provision of basic services. This de$cit a#ects the most vul-
nerable populations directly, with dominant institutional,
structural, political and economic systems not meeting
their interests. Citizens are also faced with inadequate 
opportunities for meaningful dialogue with public actors, 
including CSOs themselves. This is compounded by a lack
of transparency, accountability and access to public infor-
mation. Several survey respondents expressed deep dis-
content with state corruption. Although rarely mentioned
in the consultations, there was some acknowledgement
that greater economic opportunities, including the emer-
gence of an increased middle class, particularly in some
African, Asian and Latin American countries, may be a key
to the higher aspirations and higher expectations of dem-
ocratic choices and participation that are now evident. It is
important to emphasise that while there have been signi$-
cant improvements towards democratic transformation in
recent years, the growing de$cit between citizens’ expec-
tations of democracy and the reality of democracy’s imple-
mentation, as experienced by most citizens, is the core
challenge of our time. 

Another issue that emerged was the challenge of de$n-
ing a new ‘social contract’. When this issue was raised in
consultations – often in response to the initial CIVICUS
presentation  participants generally related the challenge
to their own contexts, locating the issue of a ‘social contract’

within their own constitutional arrangements. For example,
in Jamaica, Dr Carolyn Gomes, Executive Director of 
Jamaicans for Justice, raised the challenges of rede$ning
relations between government and non-state actors in the
Jamaican context, in the wake of the Tivoli Incursion of
2010.10 It is important to note that very few participants
responded to or used the terminology of a new ‘social 
contract’ during the consultations, physical or virtual. When
they did so, it was usually when prompted in response to
language used in CIVICUS’s own presentations. While the
issues clearly carry great signi$cance for many constituents,
there was little evidence during consultations that the 
terminology of a new ‘social contract’ resonates or strikes a
chord with CIVICUS constituents. 

2.1.2 A global governance crisis

The democratic de$cit at national level o#ers a microcosm
view of a broader problem witnessed in the multilateral
arena. In intergovernmental negotiations, states often pur-
sue their narrow self-interests. An online survey respondent
cautioned, “Global governance institutions remain captive
to the strategic interests (military, political or economic) of
rich and powerful countries.” Another stated, “The main 
crisis is [an] imbalanced world order. There are two sets of
laws, resolutions and state priorities. One for [the] rich,
powerful and politically connected, and another reserved
for weaker individual countries. Even bodies like the UN are
working as satellite nations for the USA, EU and other
stronger countries.” This implies that CIVICUS needs to
focus on the question of how to marry a narrative of a crisis
in global governance with continued engagement with
and advocacy towards bodies such as the United Nations.
CIVICUS will need proactively to search out alternative 
governance mechanisms to counter this major concern. 
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10. The Tivoli Incursion in Jamaica in 2010 was the militarised incursion into an area in Kingston controlled by Christopher “Dudus” Coke, and 
took place after an extended period of national political crisis. For a full description of the issues raised in the Jamaica consultation, please 
read: http://blogs.civicus.org/civicus/2012/04/03/changing-face-of-civil-society-in-the-caribbean. 

The consultations repeatedly echoed
that ordinary citizens are largely 
excluded from the governance and 
decision-making processes that 
directly a"ect their lives. 
This democratic deficit poses a threat
... such as quality and e"ectiveness of
public policy-making, and planning
and provision of basic services.



11. Written input from the Leadership Transition Steering Committee, referenced in the bibliography. 
12. 2011 State of Civil Society Report. 
13. For a fuller description of the Maputo consultation, please see 

http://blogs.civicus.org/civicus/2012/06/06/mozambican-civil-societys-place-in-a-changing-global-context-re"ections-on-a-civicus-
consultation-in-maputo.

14. Comment made in the online survey. Online survey results referenced in the bibliography.
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The CIVICUS Board’s Leadership Transition Steering Com-
mittee (LTSC) issued the stark warning that, “We are in a
multiple crisis ($nancial, economic, food, climate, etc.) in
which an incremental reform agenda cannot be a solution.”
11  Governance paradigms must be renegotiated and 
refashioned to ensure more equitable and e#ective deci-
sion-making to address comprehensively the complexity
of issues at stake.  

This crisis of global governance was raised in several
physical consultations. For example, in the United Kingdom
consultation, participants discussed in detail the perceived
failures of the Rio+20 United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development. In South Africa, members of the
South African Forum for International Solidarity alluded 
to the failures of the United Nations Security Council to
produce appropriate binding solutions, particularly in crisis
situations such as Syria. Signi$cantly, discussions on the
post-2015 Millennium Development Goals agenda did not
feature prominently in discussions. Only one online survey
respondent drew attention to this issue, stating, “The 
Millennium Development Goals will end in 2015, but [there
were] so many goals we didn’t complete.” 

It is important to note that in almost all physical consul-
tations, national level issues clearly overshadowed discus-
sions on global governance. In Jamaica, there was high
interest in being more involved in resolving the global 
governance crisis, but knowledge and familiarity levels
with national concerns were much higher. A challenge for
CIVICUS during the next work period will be to communi-
cate the connections between global and local crises of
governance, and ensure a balance between these two in
its focus. 

2.1.3 Rising economic insecurity and inequality 

Weak governance structures and policy oversight processes
were overlooked during the phase of large-scale deregu-
lation before the onset of the 2008 economic crisis. Current

di!cult economic times have thrown harsh light on their
inadequacy, which is evident in the continuing widespread
economic insecurity and injustice. Several survey respon-
dents highlighted poverty as a critical issue facing human-
ity, and made the connection to issues of income inequality. 

Participants in consultations con$rmed that the poorest
and most marginalised have been hit hardest by global
economic problems, including mounting food and fuel
prices and high unemployment. Demographic shifts have
contributed to burgeoning unemployment in the youth
population.12  In the Mozambique consultation, it was
mentioned that the rising cost of living had led to social
unrest in the country since 2010.13

Oliver Henman, from the National Council for Voluntary
Organisations, noted in a webinar that in the United King-
dom and continental Europe, several large economies have
had to implement severe austerity measures and cut social
services, thereby placing a greater burden on service-
delivery CSOs. Nonetheless, a civil society practitioner from
Latin America cautioned, “As an international organisation
CIVICUS must be careful not to generalise… the implica-
tions of the economic crisis are not the same in Europe and
Latin America.”14 Trade unionist Yorgos Altizinis suggested
in a webinar that the fallout of the economic crisis has
placed formerly taboo ideas – such as social protection –
on national and global agendas. These challenges, their 
implications, and the on-going risk they pose for global
economic and political stability, illustrate the need for a
new and inclusive development agenda. 

2.1.4 Shifts in global power

In today’s multi-polar world, emerging markets have 
become new drivers of political power; this is evident in
the new partnerships between Brazil, Russia, India and
South Africa (BRICS). As regional powerhouses, they place
developing countries and their respective regions on the
international agenda. CSOs in such emerging powers have
experienced notable advocacy successes within their 
borders, but as participants in the South Africa consultation
reported, they can lack crucial experience to galvanise real
change, for example by forming national coalitions to 
articulate progressive policies, or engaging strategically
with governments on foreign policy stances. Over the next
$ve years, global alliances will need to support civil society
in these emerging powers to ensure progressive foreign
policy positions by their governments.

Some respondents felt that, in 2011, the emergence of
new democracies o#ered the potential for a new global

Governance paradigms must be 
renegotiated and refashioned to 
ensure more equitable and e"ective
decision-making to address 
comprehensively the complexity of 
issues at stake.  



axis of civil society. New civic movements are becoming in-
creasingly active internationally, often for the $rst time. This
is true not only in transition countries in the Arab world,
but also others such as Burma. Participants acknowledged
the great signi$cance of this new wave of civil society. It is
important to ensure that CIVICUS strategically engages
with, and supports, the "ourishing of a new international
civil society.

CIVICUS held two consultations in the small island de-
veloping states (SIDS) of Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago,
and had reasonable online survey participation from the
Paci$c. A strong desire and interest from domestic civil 
society in these regions to be better represented and better
connected in international civil society movements
emerged clearly. Given the severe lack of capacity that SIDS
civil society tends to exhibit however, CIVICUS and others
will have to ensure that civil society in such minority 
regions are given the support to be able to participate 
adequately in the international arena. There is a clear need
to $nd common cause with civil society in other parts 
of the world. These issues raise numerous questions for 
CIVICUS: 

• How will the organisation engage with a new 
global civil society axis in 2013 and beyond? 

• How will the alliance o#er opportunities to 
amplify voices, connect and achieve in"uence?

• How will it support a newly emerging political 
dynamic which is calling for greater partici-

pation in international arenas, in ways which 
do better than replicating old dichotomies 
between the North and the global South?

2.1.5 Contestation over new civic spaces

The rise of information and communications technology
(ICT), such as social media platforms and heavy mobile
phone use, represents a paradigm shift in the concept of
civic space. It also o#ers an unparalleled potential for
knowledge sharing, transnational advocacy and new forms
of governance, providing new opportunities to reshape
global systems. 

One survey respondent praised the role of, “ICTs and
civic associations in recon$guring organisations, civic par-
ticipation, the public sphere, civic activism and issue net-
works.” It should be noted that new forms of technology,
and their potential e#ects on society, are reliant on the
quality of content generated by users, and the e#ects this

has on subsequent actions and reactions in o%ine space
as well. A webinar presenter gave the example of Occupy
Istanbul, as an illustration of the potential pitfalls of ‘click-
tivism’.  With one click of a button, thousands of people reg-
istered participation in Occupy Istanbul, but on the day of
the protest, only a handful showed up. Egyptian blogger
Ramy Raoof noted, in the same virtual consultation, “With-
out o%ine tactics and strategies to mobilise people, then
online action will not result in o%ine action.”

Worryingly, increased technical and legal restrictions on
internet access are evident in many countries. A strong
backlash against so-called “‘netizens’ by both authoritarian
and democratic regimes has been recorded, evident in the
increase of the number of arrested or detained bloggers
over the past three years.15 In 2011 and 2012, several states
blocked access to information on social and political issues,
including by orchestrating mobile and internet network
shutdowns during political unrest. Many CIVICUS con-
stituents identi$ed a pressing need to protect and promote
online civic space, as this has become a precious arena for
freedom of expression. 

2.1.6 Maintaining focus amid rising challenges 

CIVICUS’ vision is of “a worldwide community of informed,
inspired and committed citizens engaged in confronting
the challenges facing humanity”. Across the diversity of
CIVICUS’ constituency, there is demand that the alliance 
engage directly with the vast array of challenges facing 
humanity. The range of material gathered during this con-
sultative process bears testament to this. As shown in 
Figure 6: Results from the online survey, the categories 
o#ered of social unrest and political instability (189 votes),
con"ict and violence (186 votes) and poor intercultural 
understanding (153 votes) received signi$cant backing. In
the $rst category, several respondents queried whether 
social unrest was actually a challenge. Many instead saw 
it as a positive, necessary function to tackle prevailing 
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15. Data obtained from ‘Threatened Voices’, a collaborative mapping project developed by Global Voices Advocacy to build a database of bloggers
who have been threatened, arrested or killed for speaking out online. For more information please consult http://threatened.globalvoic
esonline.org. 

In 2011, the emergence of new
democracies was seen to o"er the 
potential for a new global axis of civil
society, as many respondents felt.
New civic movements are becoming
increasingly active internationally,
often for the first time. 
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systems of injustice. In addition, a further 198 comments
were made in the online survey, each elaborating on or
suggesting further challenges. Recurring themes that
emerged included:

• Environmental and sustainability challenges.

• Creating a new sustainable development 
model.

• Humanitarian crises.

• Unsustainable population growth.

• Persistent marginalisation of disadvantaged 
groups.

• Organised crime. 

Many of these issues fall outside the parameters of CIVICUS’
mission, “to strengthen citizen action and civil society
around the world”. The distinction between focussing on
challenges facing humanity, and on enabling and strength-
ening civil society to face those challenges, was acknowl-
edged by many of CIVICUS’ stakeholders: in several
consultations, participants commented that CIVICUS was
not uniquely positioned to address certain speci$c 
thematic issues, but rather was well placed to focus on 
supporting civil society itself. As one respondent in the on-
line survey stated, “In my view CIVICUS is the NGO of NGOs.
It should focus on the needs of NGOs more than on the
needs of the planet as such.” Addressing an apparent
change of focus in recent work on environmental sustain-
ability issues, an informed CIVICUS ally declared, “There are
other organisations that hold far more competence on this
issue, and, ultimately, you will need a functioning govern-
ment and a free debate in order to solve both the climate
crisis and other environmental issues. CIVICUS’ value, in this
regard, is as a facilitator for functioning government and a
guardian for free speech and public debate.”

CIVICUS’s constituents’ work is diverse, and many partners
have a desire for CIVICUS to take more active interest in
their particular issues. Despite this, there was a collective
sense throughout the various consultations that CIVICUS
should retain its focus on strengthening civil society and
citizen action. Participants felt CIVICUS’ role was to enable
its members, partners and allies to be equipped adequately
to address broader issues. Retaining this focus requires a
shared understanding of CIVICUS’ roles by internal and 
external stakeholders, and of the distinction between
strengthening civil society and citizen action in general
and addressing the broad array of acute challenges facing
humanity now, and in the future. 

Retaining this focus requires a 
shared understanding of CIVICUS’
roles by internal and external stake-
holders, and of the distinction 
between strengthening civil society
and citizen action in general, and 
addressing the broad array of 
acute challenges facing humanity
now and in the future. 



2.2 Challenges facing civil society: 
what CIVICUS constituents think

The evidence sources used to investigate what CIVICUS
constituents feel are the challenges facing civil society
again drew on di#erent conceptual frameworks, which lead
to numerous overlapping categories. As mentioned above,
the data generated by the online survey can only be
viewed alongside the richer qualitative results from con-
sultations and webinars.

In the online survey, participants identi$ed and ranked
the top $ve challenges from a list of ten. Again, space was
created for participants to add additional challenges not
included. A total of 240 participants ranked at least one of
the issues. Any ‘top $ve’ votes were accumulated for each
category to produce a score. The top $ve categories with
the highest overall scores are presented in Figure 2. 136 
additional comments were made on other challenges
faced by civil society. 

The quantitative results were triangulated with results
from the physical consultations and webinars to produce
a list of key challenges civil society faces. 

It should be noted that discussions during consultations
were often initiated by presentation of CIVICUS’ 2011 
research. Last year, CIVICUS published its seminal report on
the summary $ndings of the 2008-2011 phase of the Civil
Society Index (CSI), an action-research project geared 
towards determining the state and health of civil society in

which 45,000 people in 35 countries participated. Many 
of the challenges discussed and raised by CIVICUS con-
stituents were not, therefore, necessarily new, although
consultations usually added a degree of nuance to the 
existing data and analysis presented in CIVICUS research. 
The evidence suggests that key challenges facing civil 
society, as perceived by CIVICUS constituents, fall into nine
major areas, listed below:

1. Disconnect among CSOs, and between CSOs 
and citizen participation.

2. Limited understanding of the intrinsic value 
of civil society.
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16. To identify the top $ve challenges, participants had opportunities to rank issues between 1 and 10, (1 being the most relevant challenge 
and 10 the least).  The answers to categories 1 and 5 were summed up to derive accumulated values. The options have been summarised 
in Figure 2. The full titles of the options on the graph were: (i) lack of connection between formal civil society organisations (CSOs) and 
citizens and social movements, including online activism and new protest movements; (ii) declining funding and shifting donor priorities; 
(iii) disconnect between CSOs with di#erent agendas and limited networking amongst CSOs leading to competition and duplication of 
e#orts; (iv) lack of good governance and accountability practices; and (v) disconnection between local civil society and global issues and 
limited opportunities for CSO access, engagement and in"uence at multilateral decision-making bodies. Other options included (vi) 
shrinking political space for civil society and civic activism; (vii) emergence of new hybrid organisations (social enterprises, B-Corporations,
etc.); (viii) poor relations with government; (ix) poor relations with the private sector; and (x) perceived lack of e#ectiveness and impact.

Online survey participants felt that 
a serious disconnect among CSOs 
was the leading challenge facing 
civil society.  Both CSO and citizen
participants also recognised the 
failure within their ranks to engage
with di"erent constituencies.
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Figure 7: What our constituents think - the top 5 civil society challenges16
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3. Inclusivity: amplifying marginalised and 
muted voices.

4. Building an enabling environment for civil 
society.

5. Meaningful civil society participation in 
national governance processes.

6. Civil society access, in"uence and engage-
ment at the multilateral level. 

7. Civil society resourcing and capacity.

8. Moving beyond sectors and towards 
innovation and new partnerships. 

9. A legitimacy and accountability de$cit?

2.2.1 Disconnect among CSOs, and between 
CSOs and citizen participation

Online survey participants felt that a serious disconnect
among CSOs was the leading challenge facing civil society.
Both CSO and citizen participants also recognised the fail-
ure within their ranks to engage with di#erent constituen-
cies. In the consultation in Finland, participants called on
CIVICUS to promote solidarity amongst di#erent actors. Ar-
gentinean civil society similarly condemned high levels of
fragmentation and atomisation amongst CSOs. In the
United Kingdom consultation, participants highlighted the
complex nature of civic participation, with individuals
often being part of more than one CSO.

Findings from CIVICUS’ 2011 Bridging the Gaps report
highlighted profound disconnect between di#erent forms
of civil society, and low levels of citizen participation in
CSOs. Based on the three-year research of CIVICUS’ Civil 

Society Index (CSI) project, the report concluded that civil
society is characterised by several disconnects: 

• Between CSOs, governments and the private 
sector.

• Between CSOs generally, and other agents 
located within civil society, such as trade 
unions and faith groups.

• Between advocacy-oriented CSOs and service 
delivery-oriented CSOs.

• Lastly, and importantly, between CSOs and 
the citizens in whose interest they purport 

to act.

Rich associational life exists outside CSOs, as identi$ed in
the CSI research, with many more people comfortable 
engaging with socially-oriented organisations and non-for-
mal groups, such as cultural, sport and faith structures,
spaces and bodies. Therefore it is inaccurate to view CSOs
as a proxy for civil society. However, limited opportunities
exist for cooperation between socially-oriented organ-
isations and politically-oriented organisations. As raised 
in one particular webinar (27 June), particular segments 
of civil society, such as cultural activists, continue to feel 
dis-regarded, isolated and undervalued. 

The lack of connection between formal CSOs and citi-
zens’ and social movements was mentioned as particularly
disconcerting for CSOs, particularly in the context of online
activism and new protest movements. The 2011 CIVICUS
State of Civil Society Report notes, “2011’s movements and
moments of protest, dissent and activism must be seen as
part of civil society, yet the mass waves of civic action were
not foreseen by many CSOs, which in most contexts were
not highly involved.”17 CIVICUS’ Leadership Transition
Steering Committee warned, “Many CSOs are now de-
tached from their own roots and have become ‘elites’, risk-
ing their legitimacy and representativeness”. They high-
lighted, “…an urgent need for civil society to reconnect
with leaders of community-based social movements who
directly represent the poor and marginalised and who are
most acutely a#ected by the current crises.”18 It is clear
there is a need for CSOs to build diverse coalitions that
combine the institutionalised strengths of CSOs with the
"exibility, creativity and mobilising power of informal civil
society formations. 

Nevertheless, there are signs of hope. The full scope of
people who participated in CIVICUS’ consultations recog-
nised and reiterated the value of synergistic cooperation.19

Participants frequently expressed interest in working more

17. CIVICUS 2011 State of Civil Society Report, page 5
18. LTSC – input to Strategic Priorities process.

Despite their di"erences, disparate
groups also noted that CIVICUS acts
as a neutral broker. They felt that
CIVICUS can add value by promoting
inter-disciplinary dialogue within 
civil society, and fostering better 
coordination between citizens.



closely together and acknowledged their complementary
roles and comparative advantages. Despite their di#er-
ences, disparate groups also noted that CIVICUS acts as a
neutral broker. They felt that CIVICUS can add value by pro-
moting inter-disciplinary dialogue within civil society, and
fostering better coordination between citizens.

Greater trust is needed between the various sectors of
civil society. Reverend Kyoichi Sugino, from Religions for
Peace, related that his organisation’s success in correcting
misconceptions and creating trust with other civil society
actors lay in promoting honest and open dialogue. He
noted the value of cross-sectoral collaboration that focuses
on pressing common concerns. There will be a clear need
to invest in processes that develop spaces for dialogue and
action between di#erent sectors of civil society. If, in the
coming $ve years, CIVICUS is to address the trend of dis-
connect that its research and the constituency have iden-
ti$ed, the alliance will need to develop a suite of ambitious
and innovative interventions. 

2.2.2 Limited understanding of the intrinsic 
value of civil society

Many participants in the consultations perceived a lack of
knowledge of the intrinsic and instrumental value of a 
vibrant civil society, amongst those outside civil society and
even amongst some within civil society itself. The 
tendency of CIVICUS and other civil society advocates to
see civil society only in terms of what it can do, rather than
as an intrinsic good, was identi$ed as particularly problem-
atic, leading to some civil society spheres being over-
looked. One insightful critic said, “CIVICUS has a poor
understanding of civil society, and sees it as simply groups
that advocate for other goals (democracy, gender equality,
etc.) rather than a segment of society (outside the state and
the market) that has intrinsic social value. As a result, 
CIVICUS never speaks about strengthening civil society 
in all its diverse forms (communities, neighbourhoods, fam-
ilies, voluntary associations, self-help groups, social enter-
prises, clubs, faith and spirituality groups). It only speaks
about advocacy groups that campaign for secondary goals
(democratisation, gender equality, environmental goals).
This failure of CIVICUS to properly understand civil society
has a serious negative impact on the wider public mis-
understanding of the concept.”

Civil society is a complex structure; a vibrant spectrum
of heterogeneous actors operating in a number of di#erent
spheres. The dynamism and diversity of civil society should
be recognised and celebrated. In several consultations, it
was apparent that there is a need for a clear, concise and
powerful message of what civil society is, its value and its
connection to achieving broader social change. For exam-

ple, in the Trinidad and Tobago consultation there was a
call for CIVICUS to lead work in showcasing the impact of
civil society regionally and globally. In a webinar, a call was
made for CIVICUS to undertake a speci$c campaign about
the roles and rights of civil society. 

2.2.3 Inclusivity: amplifying marginalised and 
muted voices

The work of civil society groups can sometimes problem-
atically reinforce existing paradigms of power and of exclu-
sion. Lucinda Marshall, from the Feminist Peace Network,
in her webinar presentation on ‘Patriarchy and the Occupy
Movement’, reminded participants about the importance
of amplifying marginalised and muted voices. She stated
that even progressive movements must $ght structural 
discrimination at all levels, and both externally, and within
their own ranks. 

The exclusion of vulnerable populations from decision-
making processes was a common issue in responses to the
online survey, with many respondents principally con-
cerned with the interests of youth and women. An Action
Aid International sta# member reminded CIVICUS of the
importance of a gender and power analysis in programme
design. In a similar spirit, vocal webinar participants chal-
lenged CIVICUS to incorporate a gender dimension into its
analysis of civil society trends. 

As a platform that seeks to be far-reaching, CIVICUS
needs to form legitimate partnerships with marginalised
groups to help amplify their voices in the global arena. This
is essential in ensuring just and balanced decisions and 
engagement. Lilla Watson, an Indonesian-based policy 
advisor at the Forest Peoples Programme, reminded webi-
nar participants that, “If you have come to help me, you 
are wasting your time. But if you have come because your 
liberation is bound up with mine, then let us walk to-
gether.”20 CIVICUS’ partnerships with marginalised and
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“If you have come to help me, you 
are wasting your time. But if you 
have come because your liberation 
is bound up with mine, then let us
walk together.”

Lilla Watson, an Indonesian-based policy 
advisor at the Forest Peoples Programme

19. Participants included academics, activists, journalists, ‘netizens’, elders,development practitioners, philanthropists, young people, volunteers, 
donors, artists, trade unionists, cultural activists, gender equality advocates, marginalised groups, people of faith and researchers.

20. Though Lilla Watson is attributed with this quote, it emerged from a collaborative process. 



CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation

24

mute voices must be based on a principle of mutual 
respect, solidarity and joint recognition of the empowering
potential of collective action. It is evident from consulta-
tions that over the next $ve years, CIVICUS’ strategy and 
interventions cannot only be based on the needs and 
demands of the loudest in civil society, but must continue
to be driven by a rights-based approach to ensure that civil
society acts more inclusively. 

2.2.4 Building an enabling environment for 
civil societies

The space in which civil society operates can be described
as volatile, contested and often limited in numerous coun-
tries around the world.21 The overwhelming majority of
CSOs who participated in the CSI research stated they do
not believe that the legal and policy environment for civil
society was fully enabling for them to function e#ectively.
22  Threats to civil society actors emerged more strongly in
some consultations more than others. Civil society space
concerns were high on the agenda at the consultations in
Burkina Faso and Morocco. Both countries experienced 
signi$cant popular protest in 2011, propelled by deep dis-
satisfaction with poor governance and dictatorial regimes. 

The issue of restrictions on civil society space did not
feature as one of the top $ve challenges facing civil society
in the online survey. However, during other online and
physical consultations, longstanding and new supporters
of CIVICUS indicated that it was critical for the organisation
to continue supporting civil society under threat. The 
webinars revealed the acute challenges in freedom of 
expression, association and assembly faced by online 
activists, trade unionists and cultural activists, both from
state and non-state actors in their countries. A survey 
respondent said, “If CIVICUS wants to do civil society a serv-
ice, it should truly prioritise this work.” Strong support came
from a participant in Trinidad and Tobago, who called for
CIVICUS to scale up its work in this area. Providing human
rights defenders under threat with practical information
and advice about resistance strategies in order to counter

state repression could be a valuable service for CIVICUS to
o#er. Priority focus of such work would be in countries
where $ghting repression represents new and unfamiliar
territory for civil society. 

In opposition to this, one respondent to the online 
survey stated, “CIVICUS has concluded there is 'shrinking
political space.' But this is debatable. There has been no
'golden age' of political space that should lead to the con-
clusion that it is shrinking today.” This opinion suggests that
civil society has never enjoyed a fully enabling environ-
ment, and as such it is alarmist to proclaim that the space
for civil society is shrinking. 

It is important to note that for many CIVICUS constit-
uents, in consultations held in countries where civil society
was not under immediate attack, discussions on enabling
policies for civil society generated most interest. In response
to a demand for better tools to assess the enabling envi-
ronment, CIVICUS is now developing an analytic frame-
work to monitor the operating environment for civil society
at national levels. This research will help push for progres-
sive laws and policies that allow civil society to "ourish. It
is likely that this demand and CIVICUS’ response will con-
tinue to be a core concern in the coming $ve years. 

2.2.5 Meaningful civil society participation in 
national governance 

Participants at many consultations expressed dissatisfac-
tion with selective and super$cial dialogue with state o!-
cials. Numerous participants cited examples of tokenistic
inclusion in national governance mechanisms. In the
United Kingdom consultation, representatives of national
associations in CIVICUS’ A!nity Group of National Associ-
ations (AGNA) urged CIVICUS not only to work in places
where civil society is under threat, but to pay more atten-
tion to the ‘less glamorous’ challenges of national, cooper-
ative, multi-sectoral working which present themselves
daily to the majority of CIVICUS’ organisational members.  

To address these key concerns in the next strategic 
period, CIVICUS has existing tools, such as its Participatory
Governance project, which focuses on helping to build
trust between civil society and the state. CIVICUS needs to
assist its constituents to achieve better access to gover-
nance systems. It also needs to continue supporting civil
society monitoring initiatives, including social accountabil-
ity mechanisms designed to hold governments account-
able to their commitments. Creative and courageous
solutions are clearly needed to enable more inclusive gov-
ernance. The CIVICUS constituency places emphasis and
importance on improving civil society/government rela-
tions, and on reducing the democratic de$cit. 

21. CIVICUS: Bridging the Gaps: Citizens, Organisations and Dissociation, 2011, page 16. 
22. CIVICUS: Bridging the Gaps: Citizens, Organisations and Dissociation, 2011, page 12-13.

CIVICUS is now developing an 
analytic framework to monitor the
operating environment for civil 
society at national levels. 
This research will help push for 
progressive laws and policies that
allow civil society to flourish.
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23. Particularly those held in Argentina, China, Jamaica, Morocco, Mozambique, South Africa, Trinidad and Tobago and the United Kingdom.
24. Consultation report, Jamaica, 20 March 2012.
25. CIVICUS 2011 State of Civil Society Report, pages 131 -158. Available at http://socs.civicus.org. 
26. CIVICUS 2011 State of Civil Society Report, pages 134-9. Available at http://socs.civicus.org.
27. Comment contained within the online survey. Online survey results referenced in the bibliography.
28. CIVICUS 2011 State of Civil;;;;’;;;.. Society Report, pages 131-158.
29. CIVICUS 2011 State of Civil Society Report, pages 111–131. 
30. Bridging the Gaps: Citizens, Organisations and Dissociation, page 23.

2.2.6 Access, in"uence and engagement at the
multilateral level  

Participants in several CIVICUS consultations23 identi$ed
that the disconnect between local civil society and actors
in the international arena is a critical challenge for civil 
society. In the Jamaican consultation, CIVICUS’ global reach
was noted as a factor that could enable CIVICUS to play a
role in amplifying local voices on the international stage.24

The 2011 CIVICUS State of Civil Society report, in its
analysis of civil society engagement in key multilateral fora,
noted civil society’s access to, engagement with and in-
"uence on global decision-making bodies is limited.25

Limited, uno!cial space for civil society engagement has
opened up, particularly in previously closed arenas such 
as the Group of 20 Finance Ministers and Central Bank 
Governors (G20) meetings. However, synergy is lacking 
between activists on the ‘outside’ and civil society repre-
sentatives on the ‘inside’, invited to represent the interests
of the global public. This was evident at the 2011 G20
meeting.26 Even once ‘inside’, participation of accredited
CSOs is often relegated to observer status. Many within the
CIVICUS alliance experienced this general dynamic of 
minimal in"uence $rst-hand at the Rio+20 United Nations
Conference on Sustainable Development, during the con-
sultation period in June 2012. A representative from a lead-
ing US grant-making foundation encouraged CIVICUS in a
webinar discussion to, “…stay at the global tables even if
not always heard,” and, “…to communicate downwards to
get pressure from below to the other players at the global
table.”  Acknowledging the niche CIVICUS inhabits as a
global network focussing on civil society, a concerned
South American participant implored CIVICUS to, “…play 
a role as a leader in the civil society macro-agenda with 
regard to global governance processes.”27

Given the evident challenges of international engage-
ment and in"uence, there is a role for CIVICUS to form and
sustain global civil society coalitions to champion the 
reform of multilateral institutions, and particularly to push
for the right of civil society to participate e#ectively in

these processes.28 This however raises challenging ques-
tions for CIVICUS and its work: 

• How will CIVICUS create connections between 
di#erent parts of its constituency to e#ect 
change? 

• How will limited resources be used to build 
e#ective coalitions for change?

• What will the balance be between working to 
address failures of global governance and 
addressing democratic and participation 
de$cits at the national level? 

2.2.7 Civil society resourcing and capacity

Securing the necessary $nancial and human resources to
implement programmes remains a pressing concern and
challenge for many CSOs. The CSI report highlighted that
many CSOs believe they have unsustainable human 
resources, experience rapid sta# turnover and are heavily
reliant on volunteers. Other concerns are related to donor
requirements. Many organisations, particularly advocacy-
oriented CSOs, are highly dependent on donors, and face
prohibitive donor reporting procedures. A connected issue
is that large grants are given to a small portion of large
CSOs, to the detriment of smaller CSOs. Socially-oriented
organisations that receive funding from their membership
bases are less likely to face resource crises due to the rela-
tive resilience of identity-based giving. In a CIVICUS stake-
holder survey on civil society funding carried out in late
2011, several CSOs reported declining funding and chang-
ing priorities among donors, and in response, many CSOs
stated they were seeking to increase the diversi$cation of
their funding sources.29

CSOs in the Argentina consultation reported a donor
preference for project-based funding rather than core, un-
restricted support. This has resulted in the ‘projectisation’
of agendas, with donor-funded projects constrained in
their time, scope, and sustainability. This is problematic as
it undermines the continuity of operations, capacity for or-
ganisational development, and long-term planning.30 The
visions and ambitions of CSOs are increasingly constrained
by obligations to deliver narrow sets of limited outcomes
in short time frames.  

Limited, uno!cial space for civil 
society engagement has opened up,
particularly in previously closed 
arenas ...
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In Argentina, participants noted that as their country was
considered to be a middle-income nation, international
donors were retreating and funding was shrinking.
Changes in aid policy were also highlighted by Brian Pratt
from INTRAC, who stated, “There has been a retreat from
aid to middle-income countries and a general reduction in
donor-served development programmes (the Dutch gov-
ernment has reduced to only 15 priority countries for its
external assistance, the UK from 100 to 30). We are left with
aid accruing to a small number of countries: those in acute
poverty (mainly sub-Saharan African), security threats (ac-
counting for the UK government’s involvement in Yemen,
Afghanistan and Pakistan) or those that line up with na-
tional interests (as countries maintain contacts with their
ex-colonies).”31  An underdeveloped local culture of philan-
thropy amongst individuals and the private sector, com-
pounded by unfavourable tax legislation, were also raised
as key problems that need to be addressed to stimulate do-
mestic giving in middle-income countries. 

On the topic of advocacy related to civil society funding,
a CIVICUS stakeholder proclaimed, “We are too timid. We
should have started screaming years ago.”32 The webinar
on civil society funding was the most well attended session
in the series, suggesting an appetite amongst constituents
for analysis of civil society funding trends and CSO survival
strategies. The theme of funding recurred in nearly all the
physical consultations. CIVICUS members and partners
called upon CIVICUS to research and disseminate best
practices relating to new and innovative models and
modalities of CSO funding across regions, issues and
trends.

2.2.8 Inclusivity: beyond sectors and towards 
innovation

Improving poor relations with the private sector was not
deemed to be a priority for civil society by many survey 
respondents. Despite this, it is clear that CSOs must culti-
vate relationships with partners outside civil society to 
realise lasting change. A critique against civil society in the
online survey was that it often remains locked into old
modes of contestation and con"ict, and too slow to realise
the potential of more inter-sectoral cooperation. 

To survive in an increasingly competitive funding envi-
ronment, CSOs have been adopting principles from busi-
ness models; these include striving for improvements in
the quality of products or services, disciplined budgeting,
and adaptability. The challenge for CSOs is to adopt these
methods without compromising their missions and organ-
isational cultures.33  In a di!cult funding climate and in the
face of persistent challenges to organisational strength,
civil society needs to focus on innovation, capacity build-
ing, networking and establishing a balance between coor-
dination and competition.

2.2.9 A legitimacy and accountability de!cit?

In recent years, CSOs have come under pressure to be in-
creasingly representative and more accountable to their
stakeholders, and to prove the impact of their work, often
due to donor requirements. Increased e#orts to improve
civil society legitimacy, transparency and accountability are
partly an exercise in learning and introspective self-analy-
sis, and partly a response to increased competition for
funding, in"uence and trust. A strong critique emerged
through the consultations that increased donor pressure
has led to a very narrow type of accountability, with CSOs
working to prove accountability to donors, rather than to
bene$ciaries, stakeholders or constituents. As Amanda At-
wood, Zimbabwean civil society activist, asked, “A require-
ment for board meetings, organograms, $ve year strategic
plans, line item budgets and monthly $nancial reporting
certainly helps a donor assess an organisation’s credibility
and track its use of funds. But how does it add to the bu-
reaucratisation of this organisation’s functioning?...  At the
same time, how does the quest for donor funding con-
tribute to an organisation or its sta# shifting from being
passionate about a cause to being more concerned about
perpetuating their own $nancial survival?”34

CIVICUS, through its Legitimacy, Transparency and Ac-
countability (LTA) project aims to support CSOs to address
their LTA challenges through peer learning and knowledge
sharing. Evidence from the consultations clearly shows

31. Brian Pratt, Global changes and civil society – background paper for ‘Civil society at a new frontier’: INTRAC conference, December 2011.
32. Comment from the online survey.  
33. http://www.icnl.org/research/journal/vol6iss2/special_7.htm 
34. A Atwood, Accepting the gap between activism and traditional CSOs, CIVICUS 2011 State of Civil Society Report, pg. 64.
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there is strong demand and need for CIVICUS to challenge
civil society to improve its own accountability. An online
survey respondent called for CIVICUS to continue to de-
velop governance toolkits for CSOs and asked rhetorically,
“If CSOs have weak governance, how can they advocate for
improved governance within governments?” Another well-
intentioned response went so far as to call for CIVICUS to
adopt a crime-$ghting role by conducting forensic audits
of CSOs to investigate allegations of corruption. 

New and "uid civil society movements, which lack the
usual prerequisites for standard de$nitions of good internal
governance, refreshed an interest among some partici-
pants in new, more accountable and democratic forms of
organising. One survey respondent condemned organised
civil society as, “…not su!ciently creative as [it is] too con-
nected to priorities of the state and the market.” In contrast,
popular protest movements in 2011 and 2012, such as the

Indignados in Europe and Occupy, eschewed leadership
and developed innovative, creative ways of self-organising.
These were methods rooted in direct democracy and con-
sensus decision-making. 

Priority issues of legitimacy, transparency and account-
ability, as well as concerns over internal democracy and the
practice of values have been clearly identi$ed. These prior-
ity issues raise two important questions: 

• What can organised civil society and social 
movements learn from each other? 

• How can CIVICUS facilitate the exchange of 
innovative practices between these two 
disparate, often disconnected, parts of civil 
society?
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Participants in CIVICUS’ consultations expressed par-
ticular concerns relating to their region. These are 
important for providing further nuanced detail to the
broader view of global crises and challenges.

• Participants in the Caribbean consultations stated
that there was a critical need for capacity building
for CSOs, networking amongst civil society, greater
outreach to younger people, and a greater aware-
ness of the role and value of civil society.

• Participants in the Asia consultations highlighted
the need for innovative resource mobilisation tac-
tics and the need for the protection of digital rights.

• In the Middle East and North Africa, the impor-
tance of protecting the rights of civil society actors
to freedom of expression, association and assembly
was underscored. Participants felt conservative 
political and social forces were increasingly restric-
tive and discrediting civil society. Members of civil
society in the region also pointed to the need to
harness the potential of digital activism. The pro-
motion of tolerance and democracy were consid-
ered to be important.

• In Europe, there was concern about the impact of
the economic crisis on domestic public spending,
which is vital to civil society. Greater local and inter-
national networking were seen as priority areas for
development.

• In Africa, CSOs noted that there is a lack of $nan-

cial and human resources to in"uence decision-
making e#ectively at local, national and interna-
tional levels. They also expressed concern about
poor relations with governments.

• CIVICUS was unable to host a physical consulta-
tion in the Pacific due to $nite resources, but this
was countered by obtaining feedback through
the online survey. Issues identi$ed were the internal
management of CSOs, the barriers of distance and
cost to regional work and the limited voice of small
island states on the international arena.

• No physical consultation was held in North America,
but the views of North American civil society were
well represented in the webinar series. Approxi-
mately 28% of participants in the webinars were
from Canada or the United States. Participants
stressed the importance of building bridges with-
in civil society and demonstrating international 
solidarity.

• In Latin America, there was a clear call for closer co-
operation between di#erent forms of civil society.
Civil society actors also stressed the importance of
research on civil society and evidence-based policy.
A key priority for Latin American CSOs was funding. 

Although the online survey and quantitative data 
generated for setting CIVICUS’ strategy did not lend
itself to a full regional analysis, it is clear that more

comprehensive mapping of regional variations in 
demand for the CIVICUS network would be bene$cial.

Regional perspectives on challenges facing civil society



Should be core work                   Should be secondary level priority                  CIVICUS should not engage in this activity
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2.3 CIVICUS organisational model and 
approaches: what constituents think

Participants in the various engagement opportunities were
all asked to consider how CIVICUS could better address the
challenges facing humanity and civil society. In the online
survey, participants were also asked to identify which 
activities and approaches CIVICUS should adopt by select-
ing whether they believed an activity should be: (i) at the
core of CIVICUS’ work; (ii) a secondary priority; or (iii) 
CIVICUS should not engage in the speci$c activity. A total
of 214 responses were gathered. An analysis of the results
of the survey did not show a great deal of variance in the
preferences expressed by the respondents. The top $ve pri-
orities were:

(i) Knowledge generation and analysis.

(ii) Create a global platform for collective
action.

(iii) Promote CSO networking.

(iv) Promote multi-stakeholder engagement.

(v) Expand online presence.

Other activities that received mixed responses included:
leading campaigns and advocacy initiatives, building CSO
capacity , ‘sense-making’, and focussing on regional and 
national work. Activities considered to be lower on the 
priority scale were: expanding CIVICUS’ o%ine presence
and engagement at the UN, which could be seen as 
evidence of a deep dissatisfaction with this unwieldy 
bureaucratic institution, therefore supporting the priority
of global governance reform. 
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Figure 8: CIVICUS activities (results from the online survey)35

Capacity-building

Promote CSO networking

Focus on regional and national work

Sensemaking

Promote multi-stakeholder engagement

Knowledge generation and analysis

Expand online presence

Expand o#ine presence

Create a global platform for collective action

Advocate at the United Nations

Lead global campaigns

Lead global intiatives

Votes of survey respondents

35. The categories on the chart have been summarised. Full categories as presented in the survey were: (i) generate knowledge and analyse 
trends in civil society and citizen participation; (ii) create a global platform for collective action; (iii) promote CSO networking and 
strengthen the development of broad-based coalitions; (iv) expand online presence and engagement; (v) bring together and engage 
di#erent groups, including government and the private sector; (vi) build the capacity of CSOs; (vii) lead global advocacy initiatives; (viii) 
make sense of what is happening to humanity and civil society globally; (ix) lead global advocacy campaigns; (x) give greater focus to 
regional and national work; and (xi) expand o%ine presence through events and workshops and advocate at the United Nations. 



Survey and consultation $ndings are explored in further
detail in the section below. This is placed within a frame-
work of re$ning CIVICUS’ current four approaches and
building an organisational model $t for the purpose of
achieving the CIVICUS mission. In these sections, possible
suggestions were captured as to how CIVICUS will address
concerns raised by consultation participants.  

2.3.1 Re!ning the CIVICUS approaches

In order to realise its mission, in the 2008-2012 strategic 
period, CIVICUS adopted four approaches to strengthen
civil society and citizen participation. These were: 

1. Knowledge generation and analysis.

2. Communication.

3. Convening.

4. Advocacy. 

It is clear these approaches will need to be reviewed for the
next strategic period to meet the demands of CIVICUS 
constituents within an evolving global environment.  

(i) Knowledge generation and analysis 
Through action-oriented knowledge generation and ana-
lysis, CIVICUS serves as a research and policy platform 
focussing on civil society issues and trends. When online
survey respondents were asked to rank CIVICUS’ approaches,
this function was judged the highest priority. During the
next strategic period, CIVICUS should strengthen this work,
so as to enhance opportunities for collaborative knowl-
edge generation and collective re"ection on topics of 
importance to civil society. Through the participatory 
development of evidenced-based policy, CIVICUS could
aim to provide global spaces for the sharing of local expe-

riences, and based on these, enable collective strategising
to combat key challenges and facilitate the development
and dissemination of best practices.  

(ii) Communication
CIVICUS helps to bridge the gaps in civil society discourse
by developing platforms to showcase and amplify voices.
This is done by o#ering two-way means of communication
and facilitating the participation of its members to engage
in global dialogues on civil society. Here, one civil society
activist from Lesotho complained about the selectivity of
CIVICUS, international non-governmental organisations
(INGOs) and the mainstream media, stating that they, “…
don’t focus much on small countries,” and adding, “For in-
stance, Lesotho has just had peaceful elections as a result
of support from CSOs, but there was little coverage.” This
suggests that an overlooked communications role is the
sharing of ‘good news’ stories about civil society impacts
and achievements. The CIVICUS alliance should also play
an integral role in nurturing new spaces for civil society, op-
erating at all levels, so they can share their perspectives in-
ternationally. Participants made a strong demand for
CIVICUS to expand its online presence and engagement,
indicating a clear preference for enhancing online over of-
"ine activities. In the next $ve years, CIVICUS needs to
utilise cutting-edge tools and innovations to make the
most e#ective use of ICTs and social media and to enhance
connectivity. There is a need to bridge gaps between the
actions of concerned citizen activists and the work of es-
tablished CSOs. CIVICUS should seek guidance from ICT
and social media experts, including key innovators within
the CIVICUS network, to implement strategies that max-
imise interactivity. These must be done with due sensitivity,
awareness and compensation for the digital divide, which
limits online access.

(iii) Convening
As stated above, online survey participants expressed a
clear preference for the alliance to focus on online commu-
nication rather than physical convening. However many
participants in CIVICUS’ physical and virtual dialogues nev-
ertheless a!rmed the importance of investing in o%ine
spaces that enable collective action and learning. It was
noted in both physical consultations and webinars that
strengthening CIVICUS’ AGNA network would be a key
mechanism to enhance the capacity of civil society oper-
ating at a national level. 

(iv) Advocacy
CIVICUS strongly believes that citizens must be provided
with a range of mechanisms to ensure e#ective advocacy
for policy solutions, as this promotes an inclusive and 
empowered society and ampli$es the voices of the margin-
alised and vulnerable. A representative of a community-
based organisation said, “What I appreciate about CIVICUS
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Through action-oriented knowledge
generation and analysis, CIVICUS
serves as a research and policy 
platform ... when online survey 
respondents were asked to rank 
CIVICUS’ approaches, this function
was judged the highest priority. 
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is that you give small NGOs (including micro-mini-NGOs
like Parents Forum, we are small but mighty!) an equal
place at the table with much larger international organisa-
tions.” This suggests a need to form broader coalitions that
are able to connect CSOs from di#erent regions and that
enable smaller and non-traditional CSOs to work with and
bene$t from the access enjoyed by larger CSOs to multilat-
eral institutions. However, at the United Kingdom consul-
tation, participants expressed the sentiment that CIVICUS
had deviated too much towards investing in processes
such as Rio+20 and the Fourth High Level Forum on Aid 
E#ectiveness. They felt this work did not speak su!ciently
to CIVICUS’ predominantly national and sub-national 
constituencies. As such, future advocacy initiatives should
align better with the interests of our network. 

2.3.2 Building an organisational model !t for 
purpose

The Leadership Transition Steering Committee posed 
several key questions for CIVICUS, based on the results of
their own survey and interaction with CIVICUS members.
These included:

• How can CIVICUS become a crucial player in 
forging and catalysing unity and coherence 
within civil society? 

• How can it work to connect organised civil 
society with grassroots social movements?

• How can a common strategy and action, which 
is owned by a broad segment of movements, 
be formulated, and what is CIVICUS’ role in it?

• Can CSOs, including CIVICUS, set aside their 
own organisational interests and brands for a 
common cause?

• What kind of organisational model would be 
$t for the purpose of advancing such common 
cause? 

As CIVICUS has developed, several unresolved tensions
have emerged, particularly around the way in which the
organisation operates. These will need to be addressed in
CIVICUS’ strategic plan for the next $ve years. The following
issues are not new to CIVICUS, and participants did not 
always speci$cally comment or provide solutions to them,
but these issues surfaced again and again throughout the
process of consultation. 

1. Civil society diversity
CIVICUS’ primary partners and members are traditional, 
politically-oriented CSOs. 

• But who should be part of the CIVICUS network if it
is to accomplish its mission e#ectively? 

• Is CIVICUS committed to working closely with 
alternative civil society structures that make up the
fabric of everyday associational life? 

• This would entail reaching out to groups such as
sporting, cultural and community-based organisa-
tions. Is there a trade-o# between breadth and
depth of engagement, and where would CIVICUS be
better o# focussing its resources? 

2. Organisations versus individuals

• Should CIVICUS prioritise growing its individual or
organisational membership? 

• Should CIVICUS be chie"y a network of CSOs or
should it aim to bring together more individual 
activists? 

• Strong views were expressed in favour of CIVICUS 
focussing on strengthening CSOs in some consulta-
tions.

• However, the enduring and diverse nature of civil
society, as well as low levels of citizen participation
in CSOs, may mean CIVICUS should pay greater 
attention to citizen action. Is there a trade-o# or
tension in doing this? 

3. Global versus local
CIVICUS has wrestled with the question of whether its 
primary approach should be supporting national, regional
and global approaches. This a#ects how the secretariat 
distributes resources and focus between global activities
and more local or contextual activities. 

An interviewee in CIVICUS’ mid-term external evaluation
report, 2011, suggested, “Given limited resources, CIVICUS
needs to be looking at ‘game-changing countries’, which
may have a regional domino e#ect.”  

However, external evaluators noted, “... this ambition is
sometimes undermined by the organisational model
which looks to work with existing partners who are not 
always present in key territories.”  

• What type of organisational model and interven-
tion strategies would enable an ideal, but realistic,
combination of global, regional and national focus? 

• Beyond simple geographic distinctions, the Denmark
consultation generated a fundamental question:
“There is a growing tension between ‘universality’ 



(advocating human rights principles, for example)
and ‘peculiarity’ (the need to understand speci$c 
context and to seek expertise from those who can
translate the contexts).  Where does CIVICUS $t in this 
tension?”

4. Network empowerment
CIVICUS has long discussed the potential and challenges
of decentralising operations to strengthen its presence and
visibility in key regions. 

• CIVICUS needs to explore and identify di#erent 
approaches of how to manage better its relationship
with constituents. Is decentralisation desirable or
necessary, and is it viable? 

• Can the CIVICUS alliance be strengthened through
enhancing the role of national associations or repre-
sentatives? 

• Should an approach of creating formal partnerships
with key regional organisations be adopted? 

5. The role of members
As of the end of October 2012, the CIVICUS alliance’s 
membership consisted of 1103 organisations and individ-
uals, representing substantial numerical growth during
2012.  Nevertheless, an independent external evaluation of
CIVICUS during 2008-2010 stated, “... the issue of what
membership means to the organisation is not yet fully 
settled.”   

An online survey respondent even suggested that,
“Sometimes it seems like CIVICUS is seeking to displace
partners.” 

The 2011 external evaluation cited a similar critique:
“CIVICUS often does not leverage the capacity of partners. 
It often seems CIVICUS wants to lead and be viewed as a
core expert, even when partners have great capacity on the
issue. CIVICUS should focus more on facilitating work
among members and then working with members to iden-
tify gaps that CIVICUS could $ll.”  

A renewed membership recruitment, retention and 
engagement strategy is in currently being implemented. It
is essential that this strategy helps establish a clear vision
of the role and value of members.

6. Financial sustainability and diversification
The dynamics of civil society resourcing and capacity high-
lighted by participants (section 2.2.7), also a#ect CIVICUS
as a civil society network. CIVICUS must ensure that its new
strategic plan sets clear directions for ensuring $nancial
sustainability and growth. This is essential in order to 
execute its strategy e#ectively and fully in the next $ve
years.
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Conclusion

Throughout the five months of consultation, one finding
emerged above all: that the connected crises the world
currently faces cannot, and will not, be addressed by a
fragmented civil society. 

The $ndings of the Strategic Priorities consultations, 
presented in this report, call on the CIVICUS Board and 
secretariat to continue to question, challenge and strive to
do better, not only in the broader civil society universe, but
also in the alliance itself, and its own structure. Without this,
it will be di!cult to improve policies, interventions and
practices, or to achieve greater legitimacy, impact and
value for civil society.

There is a key challenge in the implementation of 
CIVICUS’ Strategic Priorities over the next $ve years: to strike
the right balance between focussing on the new strategy
and the organisational model required, while maintaining
the systems within the organisation that already work well,
and enhancing those areas of the network that may have
felt neglected. 

As it aims to strengthen civil society and citizen action
in the coming $ve years, CIVICUS must live its values. 
CIVICUS must aspire to be a representative, "exible, inven-
tive network of equal partners committed to the creation
of a more just and equitable world.

In light of the challenges identi$ed by its constituents,
the priorities for CIVICUS in order to ful$l its mission to
strengthen civil society and citizen action in the next $ve
years include:  

• Bridging the gaps between disparate 
causes and constituencies, and fostering 
cohesion and solidarity across geographies, 
demographics and themes.

• The protection of civil society space (both 
physical and virtual).

• Enhancing the enabling environment for civil 
society and citizen action.

• Amplifying and including muted and 
marginalised voices. 

• Strengthening civil society’s ability to 
in"uence and cooperate with government, 
the private sector and media.

• Advocating for reform of regional and 
international decision-making processes with 
a view to increasing the role and participation 
of civil society.

• Celebrating and promoting awareness of civil 
society and its impact.

• Supporting civil society strengthening 
through capacity development.

CIVICUS’ constituency, made up of members, partners, 
allies and critics, have urged us to be di#erent, diverse,
practical, present, passionate, concerned, open, innovative,
e#ective and active. Not listening, not learning, not adapt-
ing and not evolving will consign the CIVICUS alliance to
becoming ine#ective and irrelevant.   

The findings of the Strategic Priorities
consultations, presented in this 
report, call on the CIVICUS Board 
and secretariat to continue to 
question, challenge and strive to do
better, not only in the broader civil
society universe, but also in the 
alliance itself, and its own structure. 

CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation

32



Partners

Particular thanks from CIVICUS are due to all the organisa-
tions that partnered with CIVICUS to host consultations.
They helped immensely by either drawing on their social
capital to contribute to the future of the civil society move-
ment, or by donating in-kind resources to physically host
consultations.

These partners include: 

• Argentina: La Red Argentina para la 
Cooperación Internacional (RACI).

• Argentina: Asociación Mutual Israelita 
Argentina (AMIA).

• Burkina Faso: Civil Society Organisation 
Network for Development (RESOCIDE).

• China: Chinese Association of NGOs (CANGO).

• Denmark: Civil Society in Development (CISU) 
(formerly Project Advice and Training Centre).

• Finland: KEPA (Service Centre for Development 
Cooperation).

• Jamaica: Association of Development Agencies 
(ADA).

• Morocco: L’Espace Associatif.

• Mozambique: Fundação para o Desenvolvi-
mento da Comunidade (FDC).

• Philippines: Caucus of Development NGO 
Networks (CODE-NGO).

• South Africa: South African Forum for Interna-
tional Solidarity (SAFIS).

• South Korea: PPRM (with the support of Ko$d).

• Trinidad and Tobago: Institute of International 
Relations at the University of the West Indies 
(IIR-UWI).

• Turkey: Third Sector Foundation of Turkey 
(TUSEV).

• United Kingdom: National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations (NCVO). 

Supporters

We also thank our donors, which make contributions to
CIVICUS’ operations and thereby helped make this Strategic
Priorities report and process possible:

• CS Mott Foundation

• Danish International Development 
Cooperation

• Ford Foundation

• Norwegian Agency for Development 
Cooperation

• Swedish International Development Agency
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During a ‘Theory of Change’ workshop held at the CIVICUS
secretariat in June 2012, CIVICUS sta# were asked to iden-
tify the most important actors in the external environment.
After preparing a list of 16 (below), sta# were asked to place
each actor on a system map to indicate the extent to which

they felt the actor was a strong or weak in"uencer on 
CIVICUS’ vision of success. They were also asked to register
the extent to which they thought the actor was a positive
or negative in"uence on CIVICUS’ vision of success. 

1 Individuals and citizens, grass
roots activists

2 Social movements, people’s 
networks

3 Organised civil society (CSOs, 
INGOs, NGOs and umbrellas)

4 Trade unions
5 Faith-based organisations
6 Government

7 Private sector (including organ-
ised and informal, business 
owners)

8 Intergovernmental organisations 
(including multilateral bodies, 
United Nations and international 
$nancial institutions)

9 Local authorities

10 Media

11 Young people and children
12 Researchers, academics, 

policy institutions and 
think tanks

13 Parliamentarians and political 
parties

14 Educational institutions
15 Marginalised groups
16 Military

Annex 2: How the CIVICUS secretariat sees itself in a complex 
system of change 

POSITIVE 
INFLUENCER

for our 
Vision of 
Success

NEGATIVE 
INFLUENCER

for our 
Vision of 
Success

STRONG INFLUENCER

WEAK INFLUENCER but with potential
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-1
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-3

-4

1



The top five actors are:

1. Individuals and citizens, grassroots activists - 1
2. Social movements, people’s networks - 2
3. Organised civil society (CSOs, INGOs, NGOs 

and umbrellas) - 3
4. Governments - 7
5. Media - 10

Sta# were then asked to choose the most important actors
in the external environment which CIVICUS needs to in"u-
ence to achieve its vision of success. Each sta# member
then chose the direction on the grid that they wanted to
move the selected actor to achieve the vision of success. 

These selections were then aggregated to produce a com-
posite picture of the CIVICUS sta#s’ interpretation of how
CIVICUS will need to in"uence other actors – and how far –
over the coming $ve years. 
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Contact Us

CIVICUS House
24 Gwigwi Mrwebi Street
Newtown 2001
Johannesburg, South Africa.

P.O. Box 933
Southdale 2135
Johannesburg, South Africa.

Tel: +27 (0) 11 833 5959
Fax: +27 (0) 11 833 7997

Email: info@civicus.org
Website: www.CIVICUS.org

www.facebook.com/CIVICUS
twitter.com/CIVICUSalliance
www.youtube.com/CIVICUSworldalliance
www."ickr.com/photos/CIVICUS
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