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The aim of this presentation is to share observations and findings that the VIA Foundation has obtained while supporting the organizational development of NGOs (OD) in the context of the Czech program of the Trust for Civil Society in Central and Eastern Europe (CEET).

Background  

The development of NGOs is one of three main programmatic pillars (alongside philanthropy and community development) of VIA Foundation. Since Via was founded in 1997, several programs in this area have been implemented. It is  characteristic for VIA that these programs combine grant support and  technical assistance. With the start of the CEE Trust program in the Czech Republic, the development of NGOs has become an area to which a great deal of  attention is paid. The CEET program aims to support the development and stability of civil society in the region by achieving three objectives: creating a supportive legal and fiscal environment, strengthening the institutional capacity of NGOs and supporting the long-term sustainability of NGOs. 

The CEET program in the Czech Republic is comprised of several programmatic components that have been designed to support the organizational development of NGOs. They are aiming at different types of NGOs:

· institutional development of key players in the Czech non-profit sector;

· strengthening of regional foundations;

· supporting small NGOs in specific organizational development tasks;

· increasing the degree of fundraising from individuals among NGOs by building a base of regular and long-term supporters. 

In its work with grantees and participants in these programs, VIA employs several different types of tools to enhance the effect and stimulate participants to work on organizational development:

· in several programs we have incorporated a planning phase in which NGOs are asked to prepare organizational development plans for several years ahead;

· grants to support the implementation of selected plans;

· challenge grants have proven to be a good motivational element in fundraising – the promise to match funds raised (with  certain conditions applied) stimulates both the  fundraising activities of NGOs and donors´ willingness to donate;

· we have run training programs which do not only increase knowledge but also enable participants to share experiences and establish a supportive peer network;

· VIA administers special funds from which small grants are distributed to cover extra costs associated with using consultants.

It is important to note that each program has a different design and the tools mentioned are used in an original formula in each program.

The CEET program was launched in the Czech Republic in 2002, in the context of 

· large-scale changes in the financing of NGOs (for example, the end of EU pre-accession Phare funds, increased decentralization of public administration, and the withdrawal of US donors); 

· moreover, 15 years after the changes of 1989, many NGOs had reached a crossroads in their own development;

· At the time, NGOs also had very limited experience with organizational development.  Most of the funding available since 1989 was project-driven and it gave very little space to NGOs to pay attention to institutional development issues.

General observations and findings VIA obtained from its work with grantees in organizational development programs

Given the context mentioned above, we found out that our programs offered to NGOs a stimulating opportunity to work on organizational development. Participating in programs of this nature created a strong inner impulse to open up formative processes. Grants, in particular, often worked as catalysts.

Experiences with different types of NGOs and different sizes of grants - starting at CZK 20.000, ( USD 625) and extending to CZK 1,500.000 (USD 47.000) - allowed us to conclude that the impact of an organizational development grant is not directly proportional to the size of the grant. Other elements, such as the establishment of  priorities, maintaining a focus on goals and a willingness to work hard were more important factors in the success of an grant.

With regards to consultants, we were very often confronted with a fact that NGOs rarely seek support outside their organization. This may, in part, be due to practices established  when there were no resources to pay for external expertise. It may also reflect the fact that hiring a consultant is based on an understanding of and faith in what a consultant can offer. Both of these factors require further attention.

To give you a picture of how different the organizational development tasks that our grantees face are, let me briefly describe some of the specific examples which we observed in projects supported by VIA.

Some NGOs must transform from an activist-style NGO run by several friends (enthusiasts) into a professional organization with a clear structure, competencies and procedures. They struggle through the process of “generation change” and seek to avoid clash between “old” enthusiastic leaders and “new” pragmatic managers. Moreover, they often must face the withdrawal of the founder who gave the NGO its core identity.

Seeking a healthy co-existence between a “mother” NGO and its “child” NGO generates the question of if and to what degree the child can develop its own independent ways and still avoid competing with the mother NGO while seeking to establish its identity and raise resources for its activities.

Associations of NGOs face problems in finding their ideal role. For example, should they be viewed only as service providers to the network´s members or should they take decisions concerning the network and speak on behalf of their members? How should be responsibilities and competencies divided between management and membership?

A last example is how to find right balance between utilizing opportunities and, at the same time, paying attention to the capacity of the organization. How can the danger of overwhelming organization with too many activities or challenges be avoided?

We may summarize the trends and challenges in organizational development described above in the following manner:

The time has come for many NGOs to begin to take care of themselves. They increasingly recognize the importance of becoming professional, sustainable NGOs in order to more effectively achieve their mission. They are more likely to accept the view that this process begins with the establishment of a solid base within the organization itself.

With regards to consultants, we are very pleased to see that the number of experts providing consultancy services for NGOs has grown. However, the coverage of specific expertise seems to be uneven, e.g. there is an obvious lack of experts able to provide coaching.
