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Introduction 

The long time dependence of African institutions and African development on the 

benevolence and goodwill of entities outside the continent has been a source of debate and 

concern to African leaders and thinkers as well as to African and Africanist scholars (Hyden 

2006; Van de Walle 2001; Moyo 2009; Ake 1996; Mammo 1999; Easterly 2006). Indeed, the 

first president of Ghana, and one of the founding fathers of the Organization of African Unity 

(OAU, now AU), Osagyefo Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, used the word “neo-colonialism” to describe 

the situation where even after many countries have achieved political independence their 

economic development continues to be controlled by erstwhile colonial masters in the latters’ 

new role as development “partners” (Nkrumah 1965).    

The economic and political crises of the 1970s and 1980s (coupled with the hardships 

visited upon the majority of the African people by the structural adjustment programs imposed 

by the IMF and the World Bank in the 1980s and 1990s) created an Afro-pessimism which led to 

the continent being described as “hopeless” by The Economist (2000). In the same issue of The 

Economist, the magazine opines, rather patronizingly, that “a full 40 years after independence, 
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[Africa] still looks to Europe and America for aid, goods, services and guidance” (The Economist 

2000). 

Lately, though, the continent’s image seems (at least seen from the outside) to have gone 

from bad to better.  It is now characterized by Afro-optimism, exemplified by titles like “Africa 

Rising” in The Economist and Time magazine. There are reports about many African countries 

experiencing unprecedented economic growth and even about a growing African middle class 

(African Development Bank 2011). According to Rickett (n.d) “We have moved from pictures of 

starving children with flies crawling across their faces to pictures of young men in big cities 

talking on mobile phones”.  Based on a McKinsey & Company report Leke et al. (2010)
 
state 

that  

Africa’s economic pulse has quickened, infusing the continent with a new commercial 

vibrancy. Real GDP rose by 4.9 percent a year from 2000 through 2008, more than twice 

its pace in the 1980s and ’90s. Telecommunications, banking, and retailing are 

flourishing. Construction is booming. Private-investment inflows are surging. …This 

acceleration is a sign of hard-earned progress and promise (Leke et al. 2010).  

Without any intention of dampening the high spirits associated with a ‘rising’ Africa this 

paper seeks to raise an old question that continues to be relevant today. The question is: Should it 

matter to African civil society organizations and activists that, in spite of the continent’s wealth 

in human and natural resources many of the large and influential African civil society 

organizations are donor-founded and/or supported, and continue to depend heavily on 

international funders for the bulk of their resources?  Should it matter to African civil society 

activists that these institutions raise the resources they need to advocate for their citizens, to 

influence public policy, to provide social services, and to hold their governments accountable for 

their actions or inactions, from external sources (mostly Western industrial countries)? In other 

words, does it matter that many (if not most) of the large and influential African civil society 
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organizations and institutions mobilize very few of their resources from individuals and 

businesses within the continent? 

Given the role that CSOs are expected to play (especially the creation of a public space 

for civic engagement and holding governments accountable to citizens) some scholars of civil 

society have been concerned about the over-reliance of many donor-supported CSOs in sub-

Saharan Africa and other developing and democratizing regions (such as in Eastern and Central 

Europe) on international funders (Green 2007; Fowler 1992; Bratton 1994; Edwards 2009; 

Henderson 2003; Ottaway 2000). While some find reasons to justify this dependence on foreign 

sources (Golub 2000) others point out how dependence on foreign sources inhibits the growth 

and effective functioning of civil society organizations, their legitimacy and their long term 

financial sustainability (Bratton 1994; Edwards 2009; Moyo 2005; Ottaway 2000).  

The emphasis hitherto has been on the impact of dependency on civil society as 

associational life or as organizations. However, what has not received enough scholarly attention 

is how dependence on foreign resources affects the quality of civil society as the public sphere 

(Edwards 2004).  In other words, not enough research has gone into investigating what happens 

to civil society as the arena for practicing civic engagement and building the good society, when 

civil society as associational life and nonprofit organizations is unable to or fails to mobilize the 

bulk of its resources from among its local constituencies and stakeholders.  Edwards (2004) 

characterizes civil society as a 3-piece puzzle comprising civil society as (1) associational life 

and nonprofit/ nongovernmental organizations; (2) as the good society which citizens define for 

themselves and work together to obtain through deliberations and collaboration; and (3) as the 

public sphere where they interact and engage with one another to define what type of good 

society they wish to create, and how to work towards it.  
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As scholars of African civil society discuss the need for donor-supported CSOs to 

diversify their sources of income in order to avoid over-dependency and the risk of going out of 

business when outside funders change their focus and move on to other interests, they are yet to 

consider how CSOs’ and NGOs’ protracted focus on attracting foreign funding to the neglect of 

engaging with their local communities and constituencies through local philanthropy (defined 

here as the giving of time, financial and other resources for the public good) affects the very 

essence and quality of civil society itself; especially such aspects of civil society as civic 

engagement and citizen participation which are the life-blood of a vibrant public sphere. This 

paper is an attempt to contribute to that conversation.  

It begins with a definition of civil society as is being used here and the categories of 

organizations that are the focus of the paper. I then briefly discuss the state of civil society 

funding in sub-Saharan Africa followed by a few theoretical frameworks through which the 

dependence of donor-funded civil society organizations can be understood.  This is followed by a 

brief discussion of the factors that contribute to CSOs’ failure to raise local resources and why 

African civil society activists and leaders should worry about the fact that their constituents and 

local stakeholders are not supportive of them in any appreciable way.  

Civil Society  

As everyone here knows trying to define civil society in any one particular way is, as 

Edwards describes it, “akin to nailing jelly to the wall” (Edwards n.d.).  Nevertheless, when I 

refer to civil society in this presentation I am following Edwards’ (2004) definition of civil 

society as nonprofit and nongovernmental organizations, as the public sphere and as the good 

society. My focus is on organizations working towards the advancement of the public space 
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(advocacy on behalf of the marginalized and vulnerable populations and holding governments 

accountable to their citizens).  A large proportion of this category of civil society organizations 

tend to be dependent on foreign donors and so to a large extent I will be limiting my remarks to 

the urban-based, advocacy organizations, human rights organizations, policy institutes, and 

think-tanks that tend to be supported by international donors. Also included are African 

institutions of formal/professionalized organized philanthropy such as community foundations 

and other forms of organized philanthropy.  

I limit myself to these organizations because researchers have found that many other 

types of civil society organizations on the continent ---such as hospitals and institutions of higher 

learning as well as local community-based organizations, grassroots associations, and groups --- 

that provide services to members and the general public, tend to rely more on fees for service, 

earned income and on government subsidies (where these are available) than on foreign funders 

(Kanyinga et al. 2007). Kanyinga et al. (2007) also found that whereas Kenyan civil society 

organizations that have emerged organically from their communities, including many 

community-based (CBOs) and faith-based organizations, depend on fees for service, membership 

dues, as well as local fundraising, for the bulk of their revenues; advocacy organizations and 

many NGOs started with support from external funders depend on international funding from 

multilateral and bilateral funders, as well as international private foundations.  

A USAID study of the sustainability of the nonprofit sectors in many sub-Saharan 

African countries found that amidst “relatively low levels of volunteerism and local philanthropy 

in many urban centers, mutual aid societies and traditional self-help groups are thriving at the 

community level as they have historically. These groups… continue to attract a relatively high 

level of volunteerism and member contributions” (USAID 2010: 31).  
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The State of Civil Society Financial Sustainability in sub-Saharan Africa 

That the vast majority of formally organized NGOs and CSOs in sub-Saharan Africa (and 

many other developing regions of the world) are dependent on international donor funding for 

their survival and operations is evident (USAID 2010; 2011; AbouAssi 2012; Bratton 1994; 

Fowler 1992; Moyo 2005).  The USAID NGO and Civil Society Sustainability Indices for sub-

Saharan Africa for 2009 and 2011 show that among the five dimensions along which the 

nonprofit/civil society sectors in African countries were examined, financial viability was the 

worse in each case (USAID 2010; 2012).   The study found that “a common issue for many 

NGOs is reliance on a single, external source for funding. In this situation, if international 

funding were to disappear, many of the NGOs would collapse” (USAID 2010:28).  

Except for Kenya, Tanzania, Botswana and South Africa (where the financial status of 

civil society sectors is evolving towards positive territory) civil society sectors in all other 

countries examined by the USAID study in East, Western and Southern Africa were 

experiencing impeded financial sustainability. The average scores for all regions of the continent 

show impeded financial viability. Factors that were taken into account in measuring the financial 

viability of CSO sectors include “the state of the economy, the extent to which philanthropy and 

volunteerism are being nurtured in the local culture, as well as the extent to which government 

procurement and commercial revenue raising opportunities are being developed. The 

sophistication and prevalence of fundraising and strong financial management skills” were also 

considered (USAID 2012:167).  See the table below. 
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Table 1. 2011 CSO Sustainability Index for selected African countries 

                                                      Sustainability Scores 

Legal 

Environment 

Organizational 

Capacity 

Financial 

Viability 

Advocacy Infrastructure Public 

Image 

Overall CSO 

Sustainability 

Country       2011 2009 

Nigeria 4.9 4.7 5.5 3.7 5.0 4.0 4.6 4.6 

Ghana 3.9 3.9 5.7 3.8 4.7 4.3 4.3 4.3 

Senegal 4.7 4.0 5.0 3.9 4.7 3.8 4.3 4.2 

W. African 

Average 

5.0 4.9 5.8 4.5 5.0 4.5 4.9 4.8 

Kenya 4.1 3.9 4.8 3.4 3.7 4.3 3.9 4.1 

Ethiopia 6.5 5.1 6.1 6.1 5.5 5.1 5.6 5.5 

Tanzania 4.4 4.4 4.9 3.8 4.3 4.1 4.2 4.2 

E. African 

Average 

5.1 4.7 5.4 4.2 4.9 4.5 4.7 4.7 

Mozambique 4.7 5.3 5.0 4.5 5.1 4.7 4.8 4.8 

South Africa 3.3 3.8 4.1 3.4 3.8 3.6 3.6 3.6 

Zimbabwe 6.1 4.5 5.9 4.5 5.0 4.5 4.5 4.8 

Botswana 3.8 4.0 4.6 3.8 4.9 4.4 4.2 ----- 

Southern Afr. 

Average 

4.8 4.7 5.3 4.3 5.0 4.6 4.7 4.7 

Source: USAID 2009 NGO Sustainability Index for Sub-Saharan Africa and 2011 CSO Sustainability 

Index for Sub-Saharan Africa 

Legend: Sustainability Enhanced = 1.0 - 3.0 

  Sustainability Evolving  = 3.0 - 5.0 

              Sustainability Impeded   = 5.0 -7.0 
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Why the Heavy Dependence on Foreign Support? 

Scholars cite several factors for donor-supported civil society organizations’ inability to 

mobilize the bulk of their resources locally. According to the literature these include (1) the lack 

of an enabling fiscal environment such as tax deductibility to individual and corporate donors to 

encourage giving to philanthropic institutions, and tax exemptions for civil society organizations 

(Ngondi-Houghton 2005; The Ford Foundation 2006; Johnson et al 2004; Henderson 2003; 

Ottaway and Carothers 2000; USAID 2012); a lack of trust in the NGO /CSO sector among local 

populations (Holmen 2010; The Ford Foundation 2006; Johnson et al. 2004); (3) stunted 

economies and high levels of poverty in African and other developing countries (The Ford 

Foundation 2006;  USAID 2011); companies and wealthy people forming their own corporate 

and private foundations rather than donating some of their wealth to local grantmaking and other 

civil society organizations; and (4) the disconnect between Western-inspired institutional 

philanthropy and traditional African philanthropic practices. I characterize the above factors as 

“environmental” factors, since they are beyond the control of a single civil society organization.  

There are other factors that I characterize as “organizational factors”, which have to do 

with shortcomings within civil society organizations themselves. They include (1) a lack of 

incentive on the part of civil society organizations to do the hard work required to attract small 

amounts of  gifts from a large number of people, it being far easier and more efficient for them to 

raise large sums of money from a few foreign donors instead (Petrescu 2000; Henderson 2003; 

Fafchamps and Owens 2006; Aksartova 2004); and (2) a lack of internal capacity (knowledge, 

resources and skills) on the part of civil society organizations on culturally appropriate methods 

for mobilizing resources locally, having been trained at capacity building workshops on how to 
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write proposals to raise funds from international donors rather than how to mobilize local funds 

(Ngondi-Houghton 2005; Henderson 2003). Other factors include (1) civil society organizations 

oriented outwards towards meeting the requirements of, and  being accountable to, international 

donors, and not being connected to, embedded in, or accountable to, the communities and 

societies that they serve; (2) the failure of civil society organizations to market themselves well 

enough to local sources of support such as local governments, local corporations and businesses 

as well as other local stakeholders (Ngondi-Houghton 2005); and (3) the professionalization and 

bureaucratization of civil society organizations that have made some of them so large that it 

would be a challenge for local communities to support them adequately with the resources at 

their disposal (Ottaway 2000). 

Theoretical Framework 

In order to better understand the financial situation (and ultimately the sustainability) of 

donor-supported civil society organizations vis-à-vis foreign funders on the one hand, and the 

local communities they serve (but from which they are unable to mobilize the bulk of their 

resources) on the other, I draw on concepts from resource dependence theory, organizational 

ecology, institutional theory, and organizational social capital.  Resource dependence theory 

posits that the key to organizational survival is the ability of an organization to acquire resources 

from its environment. It also states that organizations whose resources are concentrated in the 

hands of one or a few supplier (s) become dependent on those sources and become vulnerable to 

external shocks (Pfeffer & Salancik 1978). This theory is thus a good tool for describing and 

understanding the precarious situation in which many donor-founded and/or supported civil 

society organizations in sub-Saharan Africa and other countries of the global South find 
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themselves as a result of their heavy dependence on international funders.  It also underscores the 

need for them to actively seek to reduce their dependency.   

On their part, organizational ecologists assert that organizations’ survival depends on the 

extent to which they are “embedded” in their communities or linked to their broader environment 

(Galaskiewicz and Bielefeld 1998; Baum and Oliver 1992; Hager et al. 2004). Baum and Oliver 

(1992) define institutional embeddedness as the interconnections between a population (of 

organizations) and its institutional environment, operationalized as the number of formal 

relations between the members of an organizational population (such as civil society 

organizations or local philanthropic organizations) and key institutions in their environment.  

Likewise, institutional theory and organizational social capital perspectives posit that the 

extent to which organizations can mobilize local resources and be sustainable over time depends 

on the linkages and connections that they develop and maintain within their organizational fields 

and communities; what Hager et al. (2004) term social or structural embeddedness. According to 

Hager et al. (2004:164) “an organization is more likely to survive if it obtains legitimacy, social 

support and approbation from … constituents of its institutional environment”.  

  Social capital, though the concept is usually applied to individuals, is vital to the 

development and survival of organizations as well. Schneider (2009:644) defines organizational 

social capital as: 

Established, trust-based networks among organizations or communities 

supporting a particular nonprofit, that an organization can use to further its 

goals…Although individuals such as key staff, board members or other volunteers 

may enhance an organization’s social capital, organizational social capital can be 

seen as existing independently of the people involved and based on that 

organization’s [own] history and reputation.   
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Social capital is, therefore, a resource that nonprofit organizations need to cultivate by 

developing durable, reciprocal links with communities, institutions and other organizations in 

their environment. Schneider argues that “organizational culture combines with community-wide 

culture and subculture to influence the social capital available to individual organizations” 

(Schneider 2009: 650-1). The implication is, therefore, that without structural embeddedness in 

the communities served as well as organizational social capital, organizations will experience 

difficulty in accessing resources from their environments.  

Why Does It Matter? 

While there is nothing inherently wrong with civil society organizations in sub-Saharan 

Africa and elsewhere in the developing world receiving funds from international donors, there is 

some concern about their dependence on international sources for the bulk of their needs.  A 

large and growing literature exists on the perils of the dependency of African institutions (public 

sectors and private nonprofit sectors alike) on foreign funding to carry out their development 

mandate (Fowler 1992; Moyo 2009; Edwards 2009; Holmen 2010; Ake 1996). Proponents of an 

endogenous path to development on the continent have called on African institutions to reduce 

their dependence on foreign funding and to look within the continent for the human and material 

resources needed for social, political and economic development (Ake 1996, Mammo 1999, and 

Ferguson 2006). According to Ake “development is something that people must do for 

themselves, although it can be facilitated by the help of others. If people are the end of 

development they are also necessarily its agents and its means” (Ake 1996:126).   

 A New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) document has renewed the call 

for Africans to take control of their own destiny: “Africans must not be the wards of benevolent 

guardians; rather they must be the architects of their own sustained upliftment".  The same 
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document also states that "the hopes of Africa's peoples for a better life can no longer rest on the 

magnanimity of others" (cited by Anyemedu 2002). Lest people think that the much-celebrated 

improved economic growth on the continent has solved the dependency problem,  Rickett (n.d) 

literally points out that the emperor has no clothes: “…if the continent isn’t financing its own 

development—will Africa really ‘rise’ in the coming years?”  

After the disappointment with the African state for being overly dependent on foreign aid 

and failing to ensure the development of the continent’s peoples through participatory 

democracy, all eyes turned to the private nonprofit sector and specifically to civil society to 

succeed where the continent’s governments had failed.  It, matters, therefore, that, for the most 

part, civil society sectors in sub-Saharan African countries are equally dependent on the same 

foreign sources as African states for the bulk of their resources, equally unable to mobilize much 

local resources. As Ghaus-Pasha suggests “an important feature of successful CSOs is the ability 

to pursue development through a fundamentally endogenous and autonomous process which 

cannot easily be controlled from outside” (Ghaus-Pasha 2004).  

  

Justification for Civil Society Organizations’ Dependence on Foreign Funding  

Some scholars find justification for civil society dependence on foreign sources, given 

what they see as very difficult conditions in low-income countries, such as are found in sub-

Saharan Africa. They argue that the most important thing is not that civil society organizations 

should secure funds of their own to ensure their long term sustainability, but rather that they are 

able to channel resources from different sources to local communities to improve lives. In other 

words, what is important is the impact of CSOs on their beneficiaries’ social and economic well-

being, not how they get their money (Golub 2000). Others opine that what should be of concern 

is not the source of the money, but the conditions that are attached to the funding; pointing out 
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that there is no guarantee that local donors would not attach the same stringent conditions (as 

foreign donors) to their funding (Moyo 2008). Also when governments thwart the efforts of civil 

society organizations, foreign funding provides a lifeline to local civil society organizations 

(Carothers and Ottaway 2000). According to the USAID “Often… NGOs that focus on advocacy 

related to human rights and governance issues find themselves at a disadvantage in terms of 

obtaining domestic sources of funding or gaining positive recognition compared to their service-

providing counterparts” (USAID 2010:6). 

Argument against Civil Society Dependence on Foreign Funders  

Other scholars, however, argue that civil society organizations ought not to be overly 

dependent on foreign sources due to the very nature of their goals and objectives, which include 

speaking/advocating on behalf of their constituents and holding governments accountable for 

their actions or inactions.  Given this reality, the dependence of civil society organizations on 

foreign sources of funding (1) opens them up to questions about their integrity and legitimacy 

and accusations that they are promoting foreign agendas (Bratton 1994; Moyo 2005); (2) their 

governments (and populations) fail to take them seriously as they are seen to represent foreign 

interests rather than the interests of the local populations. “Constituencies raise questions and 

concerns about whose agenda is promoted in the case CSOs become too dependent on official 

external funding” (APRODEV 2010:2). APRODEV is a network of development organizations 

in Europe. 

Being dependent on foreign funders distorts the direction of CSOs’ accountability away 

from their local constituents towards their donors in the countries of the global North (Moyo 

2005; Bratton 1994; AbouAssi 2012). “NGOs become predominately accountable upwards to 

donors who control funding and determine priorities, not to their missions and values that should 
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guide activities or to constituents they should serve” (AbouAssi 2012: 585).  It compromises 

their ability to determine their own agendas since “he who pays the piper calls the tune”. 

According to the APRODEV:  

The type of measures supported (by donors) are dictated by donors‘ interests and 

priorities and not always conducive to local autonomy, capacity building and 

strengthening of the social contract between governments and their citizens. In 

particular, donors will rarely put local CSOs' interests and rights above their own 

interest” (APRODEV 2010: 2)  

 

In other words, financial dependency on foreign donors diverts CSOs from their original path 

and priorities through mission creep, as they end up implementing international funders’ 

programs instead of their own (APRODEV 2010). As the African proverb says, when a man’s 

hands are in another person’s pocket, he has to move when that person moves.   

AbouAssi (2012) analyzed cases from around the world illustrating the impact of donor 

funding on local NGOs, citing reports of cases of Palestinian NGOs abandoning their social 

service missions when their funders decided to reallocate the money to democracy, participation, 

and advocacy in preparation for the 2006 elections.  He also talks about an opposite cycle in 

Bangladesh where the NGO sector redirected its focus from promoting political mobilization to 

the delivery of basic services due to changes in international funders’ priorities (AbouAssi 2012). 

Being dependent on international funders for the bulk of their income eventually jeopardizes 

CSOs’ long term stability and sustainability when foreign funding comes to an end as it always 

invariably does.   

Many of the above consequences of CSOs’ heavy dependence on foreign funds are 

focused on the organizations’ effectiveness in accomplishing their missions and their long term 

survival. What is missing in all this is how civil society organizations’ heavy dependence on 
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foreign funders (and their failure or inability to mobilize the bulk of their funds from local 

populations, local companies, and local governments) impacts citizen participation and civic 

engagement, which are important components of a vibrant civil society.  

 Philanthropy, Civic Participation, Civic Engagement, and the Public Sphere 

One of the most important consequences of dependence on foreign funders (and the 

subsequent neglect of local communities and citizens as donors or givers) is the lost opportunity 

to engage the latter as both recipients and givers and to create a vibrant and active public sphere. 

To properly appreciate this, one has to understand the role that philanthropy plays in the 

development of the public sphere; the link between philanthropic giving and the development of 

civil society. Philanthropy and civil society have an interdependent relationship that is integral to 

the functioning of both, in the sense that civil society could not function properly without 

philanthropy, and vice versa. Civil society organizations depend on “charity, volunteerism and 

individual or organized philanthropy” (Prewitt 2009: viii) for the financial resources they need to 

do what neither the state nor the market is willing or able to do. By the same token, organized 

philanthropy is dependent on civil society for the institutions it needs to carry out its 

philanthropic mission.  Philanthropy is, therefore, not just a financier of civil society; it is an 

integral part of civil society (Prewitt 2009; Schambra and Shaffer 2011).   

 The role of philanthropy with regard to civil society is complex. The way some look at it 

is to highlight philanthropy’s role in providing the financial infrastructure that civil society needs 

to convert its ideas into programs and organizations in order to provide much needed services 

(Frumkin 2006; Prewitt 2009).  However, other scholars argue that this is not the most important 

role of philanthropy vis-à-vis civil society. They posit that philanthropy is at its best when 

private money allows multiple visions of the public good to flourish in the polity.  Frumkin 
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(2006:375) argues that “the very act of giving can and should be understood as a core civil 

society activity, which contributes both to the formation of social capital and to the functioning 

of democracy”.  Among other things giving to support public causes allows individuals to 

connect their private visions of the public good to public problems and, in the process, to enliven 

the public sphere (Frumkin 2006; Ilchman et al. 1998).   

Frumkin (2006) has one of the clearest articulations of how philanthropy has the potential 

to foster citizen participation in the realization of the public good. He identifies five purposes of 

philanthropy. The first is the ability of charitable contributors to use private funds to create social 

and political change, and to pursue public purposes such as community empowerment, political 

participation, and advocacy.  The second is the opportunity to locate and support important social 

innovations; and a third purpose of philanthropy is the achievement of economic equity in a 

society. “A large number of donors, particularly smaller contributors, use their giving simply to 

achieve a modest measure of economic equity. By giving money to nonprofit organizations that 

provide services to needy populations, donors often try to accomplish small-scale redistribution 

of resources” (Frumkin 2006: 16).  

The fourth and fifth rationales for philanthropy are very relevant to the development of a 

thriving public sphere. Frumkin describes the fourth purpose of philanthropy as an affirmation of 

pluralism as a civic virtue.  

Giving allows a multiplicity of ideas and programs to exist in the public domain, 

rather than a limited number of “preferred” solutions.  By letting a thousand 

flowers bloom, philanthropy can contribute to a vibrant and diverse civil society, 

one in which multiple and competing conceptions of the public good can coexist. 

Philanthropy is a counterbalance to the tendency of government toward 

bureaucratization. By promoting pluralism, philanthropy contributes to the 

decentralization of power in society (Frumkin 2006: 17-18) 
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Philanthropy’s fifth core function is to support the self-actualization of donors by helping givers 

translate their values into action. According to Frumkin (2006) by giving to specific causes or 

organizations, donors can and do engage in a kind of speech, one that propels the donor’s 

conception of what is important into public space and into concrete action. Across all economic 

classes, racial divides, and ideological boundaries, people have given to problems, issues, and 

institutions that mean something to them, especially when they are asked nicely (Ottaway 2000; 

Frumkin 2006). Philanthropy involves a process that draws individuals out into the public sphere 

and contributes to the strengthening of civil society and the building of social capital.  

Based on the different purposes that philanthropy allows people of all walks of life to 

fulfill in the public sphere, African CSOs have the opportunity to activate citizen participation in 

socio-economic development and civic engagement through engaging their constituents not just 

as recipients, consumers, and beneficiaries of their programs, but also as givers with agency. 

Engaging with constituents this way also creates opportunities for CSOs to acquire much-needed 

legitimacy and social capital to shape or influence policy in their countries (Ghaus-Pasha 2005). 

The opportunity lies, not in CSOs channeling philanthropic largesse from foreign donors to their 

constituents, but by encouraging and stimulating the philanthropic impulses of their communities 

and constituents, and making CSOs attractive as (trust) worthy beneficiaries of local giving. This 

can be accomplished by investing in local resource mobilization and by encouraging their 

citizens to become volunteers and donors (rather than only recipients); however small their 

monetary contributions are. Ruesga (2011) puts it well when he states that,  

Funding by and from the grassroots holds a special kind of promise. While the 

amounts contributed might be small when compared to some of the sums awarded 

by institutional funders, one can expect a high level of buy-in from members of a 

community who give of their own time and money to address issues that directly 

affect their lives (Ruesga 2011:463).  
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As Frumkin puts it, philanthropy is more than just about redistribution and change or about the 

competent production of useful goods and services. In fact, compared to CSOs, governments 

have more resources to do those things. Philanthropy distinguishes itself from government by 

allowing individuals to connect their private visions of the public good to real public problems 

and, in the process,  enlivening the public sphere (Frumkin 2006:372).  

Implications of African CSOs not Mobilizing Resources from Local Constituents 

Dependence on foreign funders affects not just the long term financial survival of civil 

society organizations themselves, but on a larger scale, dependent CSOs fails to encourage local 

citizen participation in public affairs and, thus, the vibrancy of the public space. One of the 

consequences of not engaging the African people across the board to support civil society 

organizations through philanthropic giving (of time, treasure and talent) is the failure to develop 

relationships (organizational social capital) with domestic constituencies. Such relationships are 

a prerequisite for stimulating local support. “An important aspect of NGO financial viability 

concerns the role of constituencies, specifically the way they are included in an NGO’s 

governance structure…” (USAID 2010:33). 

Another result of not cultivating volunteers and donors from within African countries is 

the failure to provide schools for democracy and civic engagement through the encouragement of 

active participation by way of philanthropy; to create, shape and maintain the public space 

needed for a strong democratic system of governance.  Citizens who are involved with local 

CSOs (not just as recipients, but also as contributors) will be more likely to (1) know the CSOs’ 

mission and their activities; and (2) support and sustain these organizations with their resources, 

however small.   
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Moreover, citizens that are philanthropically engaged with CSOs will be in a better 

position to engage in the broader democratic process. The failure to foster participation in, and 

contributions to, civil society organizations misses an opportunity to give citizens the impetus to 

support civil society organizations in their task of holding governments accountable to the 

citizenry on the one hand, and on the other, to hold CSOs accountable to their local 

constituencies and supporters. When people contribute to an organization, they are more likely to 

not only show interest in its activities and support it in its work, but to also hold it accountable.  

Accountability engenders trust which in turn creates organizational social capital and encourages 

support for an organization. The opposite is also true.  

Foreign funders often attach conditions that do not encourage problem solving techniques 

that use indigenous knowledge and practices (Mammo 1999; Holmen 2010). Dependence on 

foreign funds, therefore, stifles local initiatives. In other words, CSOs’ dependence on foreign 

funding compromises  the development of African solutions to African problems, rendering 

African civil society and nonprofit sectors no more efficient and effective in leading endogenous 

African development than African governments which civil society was supposed to replace as 

the more effective agent of change. 

Opportunities for Mobilizing Philanthropic Resources from within the African Continent 

The continent is endowed with vast resources, natural and human; civil society 

organizations just have to invest what it takes to figure out how to access this wealth for the 

advancement of the African people as a whole. Many African countries are experiencing 

economic growth.  According to Jane Wales, President and CEO of the Global Philanthropy 

Forum, of which the Africa Philanthropy Forum (APF) is an affiliate, the coming together of 
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many of Africa’s super-wealthy to provide philanthropic support to causes on the continent  

“represents an enormous opportunity to advance the social good. …These generous African men 

and women — many at the height of their careers — are determined to change this reality [of 

high poverty on the continent] and ensure that the benefits of economic opportunity are more 

evenly shared’ (Dolan 2013).  Tony Elumelu , one of Africa’s wealthiest,  is quoted as saying (at 

the launching of the AFP) that ‘Africans are now setting their own development agenda, and the 

vision behind the African Philanthropy Forum is to create a platform that aligns our collective 

efforts to transform the continent from within (emphasis added). We are using our own models of 

philanthropy and our deep understanding of the local context, while leveraging strategic 

partnerships across the continent’ (Global Philanthropy Forum 2013).  

Though it is too early to tell what real impact the African nouveaux riches will have on 

philanthropy and the development of a vibrant and participating civil society on the continent, 

their existence means that African CSOs will soon run out of excuses for not looking inwards for 

sources of funding. 

The Growing African “Middle Class”
1
  

A report by the African Development Bank (AfDB) indicates that over the past 30 years 

the number of Africans that have between $2 and $20 of disposable income to spend per day has 

tripled due to economic growth and an increasing salaried job culture. Other factors credited for 

this phenomenon are an improvement in governance in many African countries, more access to 

technology and cell phones, and a better use of natural resources (The African Development 

Bank 2011).  

                                                      
1
 Some analysts have questioned the applicability of the term “middle class” to individuals having between $2 and 

$20 to spend on a daily basis. That argument is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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There are geographic variations, of course. North Africa has the highest number of 

countries with a rising middle class. Tunisia has the highest concentration at almost 90%, 

followed by Morocco at almost 85% and Egypt with almost 80%. Sub-Saharan African countries 

with a high percentage of middle class people include Gabon, Botswana, Namibia, Ghana, Cape 

Verde, Kenya and South Africa. Countries at the bottom end include Mozambique, Madagascar, 

Malawi, Rwanda, Burundi and Liberia. 

Though $20 of disposable income per day (the metric by which the African Development 

Bank defines middle class) may sound like nothing when compared to incomes in more 

developed economies, ten years ago only one quarter of Africans had this amount of disposable 

income per day. This is good news, not just for sellers of consumer goods (television sets, cell 

phones and washing machines, to name a few), but also for giving towards the public good. In 

terms of giving generously in support of public causes, this means that African civil society 

organizations have an opportunity to make themselves trustworthy and attractive to a large 

proportion of the African population and invite them to give to their organizations towards the 

public good. Contrary to anecdotal accounts focusing on African poverty, every year Africans 

give generously of their money and their time to causes that they care about.  

The so-called High Net Worth Individuals (HNWI) 

The combined wealth of Africa’s 40 richest people is $64.9 billion (Otas n.d). Just this 

past April (2013) a number of the African wealthy interested in sharing their wealth to improve 

conditions on the continent formed the Africa Philanthropy Forum, an affiliate of the San 

Francisco-based Global Philanthropy Forum. Though we do not know exactly what they mean 

by “strategic philanthropy” the group aims to “expand strategic philanthropy by Africans in 

Africa” (Dolan 2013).  It is significant that they are talking about “philanthropy by Africans in 
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Africa” since for a long time the conversation has been about Africans as recipients of charity 

from the rest of the world. The leaders of this group of philanthropists include wealthy 

philanthropists from Kenya, South Africa, Nigeria, Zimbabwe and Benin.  

The AfDB report points to an extremely rich African elite; about 100,000 Africans had a 

net worth of US$800 billion in 2008, or about 60% of Africa’s GDP or 80% of sub-Saharan 

Africa’s (African Development Bank 2011).  However, the same AfDB report also warns of the 

widening gap between the rich and poor on the continent, of gross inequality and more poverty. 

Around 61% of Africa's population fell below the $2 poverty line and 44% below the $1.25 

poverty line.  

The AfDB thinks that this gap can only be narrowed through the creation of jobs by the 

private for-profit sector. The private nonprofit sector can also make a contribution towards 

poverty alleviation by mobilizing funds from wealthy Africans to improve the lives of the poor. 

Rather than focus most of their attention on submitting proposals to funders in North America 

and Western Europe for help, African civil society organizations currently heavily supported by 

foreign donors ought to find culturally appropriate ways to engage with the elite and wealthy in 

their own countries or in other African countries.  They need to provide credible and trustworthy 

avenues for prospective African donors to contribute towards their work; not just to reduce the 

inherent social and economic inequity and inequality in their societies, but to also increase 

citizen engagement and access to the public sphere. 
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Partial List of Africa’s Wealthiest Philanthropists 

Name of 

Philanthropist 

Country of 

Origin 

Name of Foundation Type of Foundation 

Tony Elumelu Nigeria The Tony Elumelu 

Foundation 

(Founder) 

Private Foundation 

Toyin Saraki  Nigeria Wellbeing Africa 

Foundation 

(Founder) 

Private Foundation 

Aliko Dangote 

(Africa’s wealthiest 

man) 

Nigeria Dangote Foundation 

(Founder) 

Private Foundation 

Theophilus 

Danjuma 

Nigeria The TY Danjuma 

Foundation 

(Founder) 

Private Foundation 

James Mwangi Kenya Equity Group 

Foundation 

(Chairman) 

Corporate Foundation 

Manu Chandaria Kenya Chandaria 

Foundation 

(Founder) 

Family Foundation 

Tsitsi Masiyiwa Zimbabwe Higher Life 

Foundation (Head) 

Private Foundation 

Angelique Kidjo Togo Batonga Foundation 

(Founder) 

Private Foundation 

Donald Gordon South Africa Donald Gordon 

Foundation of South 

Africa  

Private Foundation 

Mark Shuttleworth South Africa The Shuttleworth 

Foundation 

Private Foundation 

Francois van 

Niekerk 

South Africa The Mergon 

Foundation 

Private Foundation 

Source: Developed by the author from forbes.com 
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People and Communities of Modest Means as Sources of Support 

Local communities, despite poverty, contribute to causes and issues that are of relevance 

and interest to them, and to organizations that they trust. All over the world those who are most 

inclined to give to charitable causes are not the wealthy, but those with modest means.  Even 

though the former often give very large amounts this often constitutes a small percentage of their 

total net worth; in contrast those of modest means often give their widow’s mite, giving away 

large portions of their total net worth. Though data on giving by different segments of society in 

African countries is very limited, there is enough evidence to show that the poor give not only to 

their own families, friends and neighbors but also to the public good in their communities, to 

their churches and mosques (Wilkinson-Maposa et al. 2005; Kanyinga et al. 2007; Ngondi-

Houghton 2005). It is up to civil society organizations to do the hard work of marketing 

themselves to their constituencies and communities, explaining how they add value to the social, 

political and economic life of their communities, and why they deserve the communities’ support 

and contributions. People will support causes that they find to be important to their lives 

(Ottaway 2000).   

Getting large numbers of people of modest means to donate small sums of money to civil 

society organizations may be time consuming and resource intensive but it is an important step 

on the way to a more sustainable African civil society movement.  It is the only way for African 

civil society organizations to go beyond being “trustee” organizations towards becoming 

“representative” organizations (Ottaway 2000).  According to Ottaway (2000) “trustee” 

organizations take it upon themselves to speak for communities that they serve, not necessarily 

with the latter’s’ consent, whereas “representative” organizations actually represent the people; 

the people own them and have a stake in them and they speak through the people’s voice. That 

kind of interaction between CSOs and the communities they serve, as this paper is suggesting, 
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will not only result in more local interest in supporting local CSOs with donations of time and 

money, but more importantly, it will result in CSOs earning organizational social capital while at 

the same time providing opportunities for people of all walks of life to engage with CSOs and 

participate more actively in the public sphere through their contributions.  It will also create a 

favorable environment for long term sustainability.  

Africans Living and Working in Developed Economies, aka the Diaspora, as Contributors 

African civil society organizations need the skills, knowledge and expertise to approach 

individuals, home town associations, and other groups in the diaspora that have an interest in the 

geographic area they are serving or the cause they are pursuing.  Currently most donations from 

Diaspora groups go directly to beneficiaries (families, churches, communities, to name a few), 

rather than through philanthropic institutions such as community foundations or CSOs.  

Many African donors, more comfortable with giving directly to beneficiaries as is 

characteristic of African giving traditions, need to be convinced that there is some value in 

giving through third-party organizations such as CSOs or community foundations. This will 

require African civil society organizations to, among other things, communicate with African 

donors in culturally appropriate ways and to disseminate information about their work and their 

financial statements to as many of their constituents and stakeholders as possible, in a way that is 

easily understood by Africans.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 

 This presentation has been an attempt to raise the on-going issue of many formal and 

professionalized African CSOs’ heavy dependence on foreign donors for the bulk of their 

resources. It contributes to the conversation by going beyond discussing the various reasons 
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given for the failure of donor-founded/funded CSOs to raise appreciable amounts of resources 

locally to draw attention to the interrelationship between the practice of philanthropy and the 

development of a vibrant civil society. It also points out how, by not raising the bulk of their 

resources locally, African donor-founded and funded CSOs are not just risking their long term 

sustainability, but more importantly, they are risking their long term relevance. The mobilization 

of resources from local constituents and institutions requires processes which feed into one 

another and help CSOs develop linkages with communities and other local stakeholders and 

acquire the organizational social capital they need to attract more local donors. This is not only 

good for individual CSOs, it is also necessary for fostering vibrant civil society (and 

philanthropic) sectors in African countries. If and when the many donor-founded and supported 

CSOs in Sub-Saharan Africa engage with local individual and corporate donors by asking for, 

and receiving, their giving of time and money, the philanthropic process of giving and receiving 

will empower local donors and volunteers and provide them with the interest in civil society they 

need to participate more fully in the public sphere.   

To be sustainable over the long term there is the need for donor-supported CSOs to (1) 

cultivate and develop relationships with the public/governmental and business sectors, as well as 

communities (individuals and groups) in their countries in order to garner organizational social 

capital and to attract support; and (2) get over the myth that civil society has to be antagonistic 

towards governments and that it can survive without government support. This has not happened 

even in the developed world which has been the model for developing countries. In the US, for 

example, the nonprofit sector depends heavily on the US government (at the local, state and 

federal levels) for a large proportion of its funding. Government is also a major funder of civil 
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society organizations in many European countries. Besides, much of the funding African CSOs 

receive from foreign institutional donors comes from foreign governments.  

African CSOs and their networks should invest in research into the giving traditions, 

practices and values in their countries and areas of coverage such as the one conducted by 

Wilkinson-Maposa et al. (2005) in Southern Africa.  The formalized systems of fundraising, 

resource mobilization, and redistribution need to incorporate African values inherent in the 

philosophies surrounding the way local people (elites and poor alike) give and receive. 

Most importantly CSOs need to learn the best culturally appropriate ways for them to 

approach and invite the various sections of their populations to support them and participate in 

their mission of creating a better citizenry and a more prosperous society.  Civil society 

infrastructure organizations should double their effort to foster accountability and transparency 

in the sector and reach out to the general population through media campaigns to educate people 

about the nonprofit sector’s work and to create awareness of the fact that CSOs need public 

support to be able to carry out their various functions. Paradoxically, because many major CSOs 

are dependent on foreign resources and do not seek local support, they perpetuate the thinking 

among local people that they do not need local support.  

Finally, CSOs should not assume that local people with resources (whether they be local 

governments, businesses, groups, wealthy individuals or less wealthy individuals) will give them 

donations just because they are doing good work; they will need to put a lot of effort and 

resources into donor cultivation and relationship building. Once CSOs have identified 

individuals, groups, local governments, or corporate bodies that have an interest in, and could 

support, their programs, they need to be proactive and ASK in a culturally appropriate manner. 
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Considered carefully, the act of relationship building and donor cultivation among a broad 

spectrum of the local population, as well as the act of asking (not begging) for support from local 

constituents are not just fundraising tactics by CSOs to get money from people; they constitute a 

philanthropic process that hopefully results in a more engaged citizenry and more active 

participation in the public sphere.  
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