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Executive Summary: 

Comments by the panelists of the dialogue point to two futures for the NGO sector. The first, 
and most likely future, is one where Lean NGOs Painstakingly Collaborate to Deliver, while 
Government and Business Standoff over divergent interests. The alternative, should present 
trends be reversed, is a future where NGOs Fulfill a Vital Facilitatory Role between a 
Vigorous Government and Bold Business, that invests with long term returns in mind. 

To realize the alternative and preferred future, will require that; 

1) NGOs embrace higher standards of Monitoring and Evaluation. 
2) Government reevaluate the role of NGOs and engage them as partners. 
3) Business accept the long term nature of developmental investment. 
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DOMAIN: Environment of the SA NGO Sector 

This strategic forecast looks at the future of the environment to which the South African NGO 
Sector will have to respond in the immediate future. It then considers the leverage points that 
would bring about widespread change to the environment. 

CURRENT TRENDS : 

TREND 1: EFFICIENT NGOs AMID GROWING TURMOIL 
The social upheaval in South African society is not likely to subside soon, reflecting a global 
phenomena towards greater social engagement. This will be driven by persistent population 
growth, especially among the youth, growing urbanization, and wholesale backlog in service 
delivery. NGOs will be required to continue operating amid greater complexity and pressure, 
needing to find ways to unify and collaborate. The large scale and systemic nature of social 
problems faced mean that they will require long term engagement and holistic solutions. Yet, the 
role of civil society is being questioned by government, that is currently prone to defensiveness 
and sensitive to interference. Civil society is hampered by a generalized apathy in terms of social 
solidarity, partly due to SA’s relatively small middle class, able to hold government to account. 

TREND 2: SENSITIVE GOVERNMENT PRESSURIZED TO DELIVER
Government is likely to feel increasingly pressured, reacting defensively to criticism and 
negatively to what is interpreted as interference in their mandate. Growing demands for 
accountability will surface as information and communication technologies give grassroots 
movements a platform to voice their frustrations. Growing asymmetrical engagement between 
society, government and business, due to technology, will complicate the issue of legitimacy, for 
government, for business in terms of their social contract, and for NGOs speaking on behalf of a 
constituency. The disenfranchised, uneducated about their rights and about available avenues of 
recourse at their disposal, are likely to continue to lash out. Irrespective of progress in delivery, 
government is unlikely to be able to responsively meet the expectations of the populous. A 
growing need for collaborative planning will give rise to unlikely partnerships as government 
seeks to enroll performers into their programs. This will centre around the National 
Development Plan and the objectives that it outlines. 

TREND 3: TENTATIVE BUSINESS DEMANDS RETURNS 
Business will continue to navigate a tough economic environment, prioritizing profits and 
liquidity at the expense of social investment. This will be exasperated by a lack of clarity over 
outcomes and return on investment. Business will require more from NGOs in terms of 
sustainability and their business case. Growing awareness among businesses of stakeholder 
demands will slow investment as reluctance to engage social risks grow. Misunderstanding and 
mismatched expectations will continue to produce frustration as the world of business tries to 
come to terms with that of the social sector. Divergent interests and vested interests will strain 
relations, especially as heightened political interference from government neutralizes business 
voice in terms of independence. 
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BASELINE FUTURE: 

The Baseline Future arising from current trends in one is which NGOs increasingly operate on 
lean budgets, having to justify investment in their projects to donors. This, while business 
navigates the State Capitalism that the stale-led economic growth of the National Development 
Plan is the topic of debate in the boardrooms of corporate South Africa. NGOs find themselves 
increasingly tending towards the combative end of the civil society spectrum as they deliver 
services as proxies to local government, while being heavily criticized and treated with suspicion. 
This reenforces the present lack of recognition already felt by the sector. 
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ALTERNATIVES: Discontinuities and Uncertainties 

The Alternative Future arising from a reversal of trends is one in which NGOs increasingly 
facilitate between government and business in collaborative partnership for social change. 
Government acknowledges the role of the sector and engages them as valued partners, at times 
moving out of the drivers seat to harness the sectors capacity fully. Business accepts the 
timeframe involved in realizing a return on investment on the back of long term developmental 
goals. The mark of this future is one of alignment and cooperation.

NGOs FULFILL VITAL FACILITATORY ROLE BETWEEN 
VIGOROUS GOVERNMENT AND BOLD BUSINESS
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