
ORIGINAL PAPER

The Impact of Economic Crises on NGOs: The Case
of Greece

Nikolaos Tzifakis1
• Sotiris Petropoulos1

•

Asteris Huliaras1

Published online: 6 March 2017

� International Society for Third-Sector Research and The Johns Hopkins University 2017

Abstract The paper analyzes the impact of economic crises on organized civil

society. A number of empirical studies have shown that a financial crisis can inflict a

serious damage on the nonprofit sector—mainly through a sharp decline in revenues.

However, the Greek case shows that a crisis can also have some positive effects on

NGOs: many nonprofits introduced reforms that increased efficiency, the number of

volunteers reached record levels, and there was a spectacular rise in funding by private

philanthropic foundations. However, Greek NGOs continue to be dependent on

external funding, unable to raise large sums from their members and the wider public.

Organized Greek civil society continues to be turned upside down: dependency on EU

and state funds is being replaced by dependency on private foundations.

Résumé Le présent article analyse l’incidence des crises économiques sur la

société civile organisée. Un nombre d’études empiriques a démontré qu’une crise

économique pouvait infliger de graves préjudices au secteur sans but lucratif, par-

ticulièrement en raison du fort déclin des revenus. Le cas de la Grèce démontre

cependant qu’une crise peut aussi avoir des effets positifs sur les ONG : plusieurs

organismes sans but lucratif ont introduit des réformes ayant rehaussé leur rende-

ment, le nombre de bénévoles a atteint des niveaux record et le financement des

fondations philanthropiques privées a connu une hausse spectaculaire. Les ONG

grecques dépendent pourtant toujours de fonds externes, incapables d’amasser de

grandes sommes auprès de leurs membres et du public en général. La société civile

organisée de la Grèce continue donc à être chahutée : la fiabilité au financement de

l’UE et de l’État est remplacée par une dépendance aux fondations privées.
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Zusammenfassung Der Beitrag analysiert die Auswirkungen einer Wirtschafts-

krise auf die organisierte Bürgergesellschaft. Eine Reihe empirischer Studien hat

gezeigt, dass eine Finanzkrise den gemeinnützigen Sektor schwerwiegend schädi-

gen kann - hauptsächlich durch einen drastischen Einnahmenrückgang. Allerdings

zeigt das Beispiel Griechenland, dass eine Krise auch einige positive Auswirkungen

für Nichtregierungsorganisationen haben kann: Viele gemeinnützige Organisationen

führten Reformen ein, die die Effektivität erhöhten. Die Zahl der Ehrenamtlichen

erreichte Rekordhöhe. Und es kam zu einem spektakulären Anstieg der finanziellen

Unterstützung durch private philanthropische Stiftungen. Gleichzeitig sind die

griechischen Nichtregierungsorganisationen weiterhin von externen Finanzierungen

abhängig und nicht in der Lage, große Summen von ihren Mitgliedern oder der

breiten Öffentlichkeit zu erhalten. Die organisierte griechische Bürgergesellschaft

wird weiterhin auf den Kopf gestellt: Die Abhängigkeit von der EU und der

staatlichen Finanzierung wird von der Abhängigkeit von privaten Stiftungen ersetzt.

Resumen El documento analiza el impacto de las crisis económicas en la sociedad

civil organizada. Una serie de estudios empı́ricos ha mostrado que una crisis

financiera puede infligir un daño grave en el sector de organizaciones sin ánimo de

lucro - principalmente mediante un pronunciado declive en los ingresos. Sin

embargo, el caso griego muestra que una crisis también puede tener efectos posi-

tivos sobre las ONG: muchas organizaciones sin ánimo de lucro introdujeron

reformas que aumentaron la eficiencia, el número de voluntarios alcanzó niveles

récord, y hubo un espectacular aumento de la financiación por parte de fundaciones

filantrópicas. Al mismo tiempo, las ONG griegas continúan siendo dependientes de

la financiación externa, incapaces de recaudar grandes sumas de sus miembros y del

público en general. La sociedad civil griega organizada sigue estando patas arriba:

la confianza en los fondos de la UE y del estado está siendo sustituida por la

dependencia de las fundaciones privadas.

Keywords Civil society � NGOs � Greece � Economic crisis � Funding � Private
foundations

The contribution of civil society organizations and nonprofits to the management of

crises and emergencies has been extensively debated during the last three decades.

However, much less attention has been devoted to the study of the impact of crises

on the organizations themselves. To be sure, the elevated risk of relief workers to

experience mental trauma (e.g., compassion fatigue, burnout, depression and

anxiety) has been examined by psychologists since some time (McCann and

Pearlman 1990; White 1998; Shah et al. 2007; Musa and Hamid 2008; Connorton

et al. 2012; Eriksson et al. 2013). And the risks to the lives and the personal safety of

aid workers in complex emergencies have been dealt with adequately (Brabant

1998; Martin 1999; Burkle 2005; Harmer et al. 2013; Stoddard et al. 2014;

Hoelscher et al. 2015). However, the strain in resources that economic crises could

cause to civil society organizations has been much less discussed until very
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recently.1 It was indeed the outbreak of the global financial crisis that gave rise to a

very interesting debate with respect to the ability of NGOs to respond effectively to

crises during harsh economic times. At the heart of the debate lies the question of

the preeminence of economic conditions among the factors that explicate donor

behavior (e.g., Gross 2008; Anheier 2009; Mohan and Wilding 2009; Breeze and

Morgan 2009). As for its stimulation, the debate has benefited from the publication

in recent years of a series of empirical studies that assess the impact of the economic

crisis on NGOs in different regions, countries or areas of activity (e.g., Reed and

Bridgeland 2009; Hanfstaengl 2010; Morreale 2011; Nga 2015).

This article aims at contributing to this emerging literature with a single case

study on Greece. It is the country that has been at the epicenter of the recent global

economic crisis, suffering more than any other in terms of GDP loss (almost 30%),

rising unemployment (reaching an unprecedented 28%) and deepening poverty

(with more than one-third of the population at risk of social exclusion). These

figures reflect a recession of proportions that are almost unprecedented in the

developed world during peacetime (Matsaganis 2014; Sklias and Tzifakis 2013,

p. 2). The first part of this article sums up the discussion concerning the impact of

financial crises on NGOs. The second part analyzes in brief the condition of the

organized civil society in Greece prior to the outbreak of the financial crisis. It

argues that the Greek civil society has been historically weak, featuring low levels

of social solidarity and volunteerism. Indeed, the article demonstrates that the

development of the Greek Third Sector has been largely organized ‘top-down,’

thanks to the availability of large amounts of EU funds during the last two decades.

Finally, the third part assesses the impact of the Greek crisis on NGOs.

The paper is based on data of a nationwide study as well as on a number of

interviews conducted by the authors. The first is an on-site survey of Greek NGOs

that was completed in 2015. The survey was part of a research project which was

implemented by the University of the Peloponnese in cooperation with researchers

from nine other Greek universities and research centers. The project that was funded

by the EU and the Greek government aimed at evaluating the organized civil society

in Greece and at creating an NGO Credibility Index (similar to the Charity

Navigator). The Survey focused on active Greek NGOs with a legal personality

(informal groups and social movements were excluded) that have been operating for

at least 2 years. Sports clubs and other protective groups that do not have direct

beneficiaries beyond their members have not been included in the Survey. Finally,

organizations with limited geographical scope (no activity beyond a village or a

neighborhood) were also excluded. Researchers contacted 422 organizations to

collect data, focusing on organizational structures, effectiveness and transparency

indicators. The survey ended up with complete data on 158 NGOs. With respect to

the non-participating NGOs, 43% claimed that they did not have the time/resources

to assemble and provide the necessary data, 38% explained that they did not have

much of the requested data, and 19% responded that they were opposed to the whole

evaluation process for ideological or other reasons. Thus, although our sample is not

random or strictly speaking representative, we believe that it comprises the most

1 For a notable exception in the case of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, see Derryck and Abzug 2002.
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well-organized and better-funded NGOs in Greece and offers a fair picture of the

economic resources managed by the sector. It is important to note that the collected

NGO records were neither released nor became available to the public. Data were

inserted to an algorithm that led to the creation of an NGO Credibility Index that

was the main deliverable of the project. The Index was presented to the Greek media

and the NGO community in Autumn 2015 and was widely commended as the result

of an objective evaluation process (owing to its predominant reliance on quantitative

data)—the first ever of the Greek NGO sector.

Data presented in this paper largely draw from a re-assessment of some of the

information collected by the Thales Project. It mainly consists of the following:

financial/budget data found in the official financial statements of NGOs during (at

least) the last 3 years; information about the range of activities and year of

establishment of NGOs, taken from their responses to the Survey’s questionnaire

and their bylaws; and data about their human resources deriving from their

personnel/volunteers lists. Notably, all data were collected on the spot by

researchers who visited organizations at their premises. For the aims of this paper

and in order to complement and update the Thales survey’s data on NGO revenues

that was limited to the 2011–2013 period, we have conducted a series of qualitative

interviews with representatives of some of the largest and/or most active

organizations in Greece (June 2014–December 2016). We have tried to cover a

variety of organized civil society sectors, meeting representatives from environ-

mental, advocacy, humanitarian and developmental NGOs. Our interviewees were

largely financial/fundraising managers that could provide us with insights and

specific data on their organizations’ revenues. We have avoided structured

questions, preferring conversational interviewing. However, we have asked various

interviewees the same questions to test the accuracy of our explanation of the results

of the Survey.

Notwithstanding that the Greek economic crisis erupted in 2009, it hit the Greek

civil society, as the article shows, with a two-year delay, in 2011. The repercussions

were more severe for those organizations that either relied heavily for their revenues

on state-funded projects and donations from individuals and/or carried out activities

that were not closely related to the alleviation of consequences of the crisis.

Interestingly, we also noticed that the crisis has had some positive impact on the

Greek Third Sector as well. It prompted many NGOs to adopt strategies for the

improvement of their resilience; it has instigated a spectacular increase of

contributions by private philanthropic foundations; and it has stimulated the rise

of volunteerism. These are encouraging developments that could lead to a growing

autonomy of the Greek Third Sector if reliance on EU and state funds was not

replaced by dependency on private foundations.

The Debate

The outbreak of the global financial crisis gave rise to a concern for the ability of

NGOs to alleviate human suffering in adverse economic conditions. For purely

analytical purposes, the arguments and findings expressed in this debate might be
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viewed as divided into two different strands. The first includes studies and reports

that directly link the prevailing economic conditions with the ability of NGOs to

cope with crises. The second depicts a more complex picture of the ramification of

crises on NGOs and highlights the appearance of variations of impact across

regions, countries and type of activities. As a result, the second strand refutes the

preeminence of economic conditions among the factors that explicate donor

behavior during crises.

From the viewpoint of the first strand, Gross (2008) argued that ‘like every other

industry, philanthropy is tethered directly to the health of the overall economy’ and

concluded that it was a lean time for nonprofits. Likewise, Anheier (2009) remarked

that NGOs have been striving with fewer resources to satisfy an expanding demand

for their services. This is because states made cuts in their budgets to achieve fiscal

consolidation; corporations reduced their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

programs to reassure shareholders; philanthropic foundations adopted a conserva-

tive stance toward new commitments following the diminution of their assets value;

and many individuals struggled to cope with more adverse economic conditions

(Anheier 2009, p. 4). Along a similar line of arguments, LaMarche (2008) suggested

that nonprofits were faced with ‘a kind of perfect storm’ while Ghanim (2009, p. 2)

expressed concern that International NGOs (INGOs) would be forced to take

difficult decisions that may be consequential for their investment plans and the

quality of their programs in order to pay operational costs.

The view that the financial crisis inflicted a serious damage on the nonprofit sector

was corroborated by several empirical studies focusing either on specific countries/

regions, or on different types of activities. To illustrate, a survey of 800 NGOs in the

USA revealed in 2009 that 52% of these organizations had already experienced

funding cuts at the end of 2008 and many of them could not meet increased demands

for assistance (Reed and Bridgeland 2009, p. 6). Likewise, the Ghana National

Education Coalition Campaign (2010, p. 11) disclosed that local NGOs could not pay

salaries, or monitor program implementation. And the Caucus of Development NGO

Networks (2010, pp. 6 and 9) found out in a survey conducted with Philippine NGOs

that 67%of respondents experienced a reduction of donor funding in 2009 that resulted

in most cases in decisions to cut down on expenses and activities.

However, another thread of the literature has given a more complex account of the

financial crisis impact on NGOs. For instance, a large survey conducted in 2009 with

UN-accredited civil society organizations from 107 countries demonstrated that the

crisis has had a differentiated impact across regions. Whereas most nonprofit

organizations in sub-Saharan Africa, Eastern Europe and some Western European

countries (e.g., Ireland and Italy) experienced a decline in revenues, the crisis did not

have a similar effect in other regions (Hanfstaengl 2010, pp. 20–23). Indeed, in Asia,

many more organizations reported in 2009 an increase in income in comparison with

those that experienced a decrease in contributions (Hanfstaengl 2010, p. 21).

Moreover, other studies have demonstrated variations of crisis impact across different

types of activities. To illustrate, two different surveys of US NGOs disclosed that the

organizations providing health and social services (and worked to mitigate the impact

of the crisis) registered increases of income as opposed to those operating in the fields

of art and culture whose revenues shrunk (Salamon et al. 2009, p. 14; Morreale 2011,
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pp. 18 and 27). Interestingly, Salamon et al. (2009, pp. 2 and 13) remarked that

employment grew in the sector of NGOs, offering health and social services during the

crisis and, thus, they concluded that nonprofits were ‘a counter-cyclical force in the

economy.’ Likewise, a study of Malaysian NGOs demonstrated that faith-based

organizations (irrespectively of whether they were Christian or Muslim) witnessed an

increase in contributions during the crisis in sharp contrast with what happened in the

case of other types of civil society organizations in the country (Nga 2015, pp. 24–26).

Therefore, religiosity offers an otherwise overlooked explanation for the pattern of

giving in Malaysia (de Abreu et al. 2015).

According to Mohan and Wilding (2009), most surveys finding a correlation

between the crisis outbreak and the economic downturn of NGOs were either non-

representative, or investigated perceptions instead of raw economic data. In the

latter case, many respondent NGOs were tempted to exaggerate their hardship in

order to stimulate an increase in contributions. In addition, having researched the

impact of the Great Depression on the UK and US nonprofit sector, the two authors

claimed that most studies of the global financial crisis repercussions suffered from

ahistoricism and tended to generalize and speculate on the basis of very preliminary

data about the crisis onset (Mohan and Wilding 2009). Wilding (2008, p. 1)

concurred on the observation that the experience of previous economic crises did

not justify all those negative predictions and remarked that many contemporary

analyses relied on ‘considerable amount of media conjecture and anecdotes.’

Indeed, a systematic survey of UK media stories from 2008 to 2009 noticed that

most news referring to the negative repercussions of the crisis on NGOs was poorly

or not at all documented (Breeze and Morgan 2009, pp. 5–8). As the authors of the

survey argued, most analyses linking the size of contributions to the nonprofit sector

with the performance of the economy have fallen in the pitfalls of offering a mono-

causal explanation to philanthropic decisions (Breeze and Morgan 2009, pp. 10–11).

Nevertheless, research across different fields such as clinical psychology, social

psychology, anthropology, sociology and marketing studies has for some time

identified a whole array of noneconomic variables that might influence individual

donor behavior such as belief in a cause, empathy, search for meaning and self-

actualization, fear, pity, guilt, altruism, need for social justice, search for prestige

and religious faith (see, for instance, Edwards 2002; Sargeant and Woodliffe 2007;

Bekkers and Wiepking 2011; Bennett 2012; Mainardes et al. 2016). Similarly,

corporate giving has been explicated by reference to various strategic, altruistic,

political and ‘managerial utility’ motivations (Campbell et al. 2002; Meijer et al.

2006; Sánchez 2000). Whereas a detailed discussion of donor motivations is beyond

the scope of this article, it becomes obvious that the debate on the impact of crises

on NGOs is yet at a very preliminary stage.

Organized Civil Society in Greece

Several studies of organized civil society in Greece have noted its weakness in

comparison with those of most other West European countries (Polyzoidis 2009;

Huliaras 2015, pp. 11–17). For instance, the 2005 CIVICUS Survey mentioned

Voluntas (2017) 28:2176–2199 2181

123



widespread apathy and a lack of civic engagement among Greek citizens and

underlined that institutionalized civil society organizations were few and poorly

organized; consequently, they have had limited impact and influence (Sotiropoulos

and Karamagioli 2006). One reason for this reality comes from the stance of the Greek

Left, which was, and to a great extent still is, rather negative against the role of NGOs

and their work replacing the state (Theodossopoulos 2016). Similarly, a European

Commission (2010, p. 61) study found out that although around 22% of Europeans

aged over 15 were engaged in voluntary work, in Greece less than 10% of adults were

involved in voluntary activities and only a very small fraction of them (around 32,000)

were regular volunteers. Furthermore, the economic value of volunteerwork inGreece

was estimated at less than 1% of GDP, compared with 3–5% in northern Europe

(European Commission 2010, p. 8). This bleak picture is shared by many observers.

According to Hadjiyanni (2010, p. 20), ‘every social scientist studying civil society in

Greece or documenting and measuring social capital at the societal level (…) agrees

that [Greek] civil society is cachectic, atrophic or fragile.’ Likewise, Legg andRoberts

(1997, p. 198) argued that ‘if a latter-day de Tocquevillewere to visit Greece, hewould

not conclude that Greece is a country of joiners.’

Notwithstanding its weakness, the Greek civil society sector has been changing

during the last two decades. Many new NGOs have been formed, their activities

have been strengthened, and people have been devoting more time and money to

social activism (Clarke et al. 2016). For some political scientists, the explanation of

this growth can be attributed to the decline of ‘partitocracy,’ i.e., political parties

have loosened their grip on the associational sphere, leaving more space for

voluntary organizations (Mouzelis and Pagoulatos 2005; Huliaras 2015, p. 14).

Others have linked the growth of the Greek civil society sector to a wider

phenomenon, that is to say, the increased awareness of social and environmental

issues and the rise of ‘post-materialistic’ values in the Western world (European

Commission 2010, p. 8).

An often neglected factor that has facilitated the rise of organized civil society in

Greece is the steady increase of EU funds that have been made available to NGOs

and other civil society organizations during the last 20 years. Greek NGOs obtained

access to EU funds and grants from a variety of sources, including the EU

framework program, Community Initiatives (such as EQUAL and LEADER), or

indirectly through co-funded programs managed by national, regional or local

authorities. Although it is difficult to calculate the exact figure of EU funds that

were directed toward Greek NGOs, the rather fragmented available data give an

idea. The 3rd Community Framework in Greece (2000–2006) funded 1470 NGO

projects to fight unemployment with total payments of 40 million euros. NGOs were

also eligible beneficiaries for the Leader (19 million euros) and Interreg (54 million

euros) programs. Considerable funding was also directed to cultural NGOs (54

million euros). The National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF) for

2007–2013 was even more generous to civil society organizations. For example,

funding for ‘community service’ (directed through NGOs and trade unions) for

2007–2013 was about 183 million euros, women’s NGOs were granted 3.7 million

euros, and so on (Huliaras and Petropoulos 2015, pp. 110–111). As a result, the

Greek Third Sector has grown substantially. According to our Survey (henceforth
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the Thales survey), 68% of NGOs have been established since 1990, and 32% of

them have commenced operations during the 2000–2009 period, that is to say, the

‘golden’ period in terms of available funding (see Table 1).

The generous funding also created adverse incentives, blurring the distinction

between profit and nonprofit activities and between volunteers and professionals. In

addition, consultancies presented themselves as NGOs. Local authorities created

‘pseudo-NGOs’ in order to create job positions for the unemployed with EU funds.

So-called stamp NGOs were hastily formed without proper structures (e.g., without

boards of directors) but with the sole purpose of submitting proposals for funding

(Huliaras 2015, p. 18). Many NGOs that started out as voluntary associations were

transformed into service-providing agencies competing with corporations to secure

a market share in EU-funded projects. As one of our interviewees explained,

‘professionalization meant a shift of power within the NGOs, from volunteers to

experts and professionals. The participation of citizens and the mobilization of local

society were put on the back burner and the need to hire experts became a priority’

(Souras, 20 March 2016).

With EU project funding, many NGOs rented new offices and hired professional

staff. However, without a constant flow of funds, they subsequently engaged in

opportunistic behaviors and chased after everything that might provide funding. A

clear example of this behavior can be viewed in a recent call for proposals launched

by a collaboration of three public benefit foundations in Greece (the John S. Latsis

Public Benefit Foundation, TIMA Charitable Foundation and Hellenic Hope).

Although the program titled ‘Points of Support’ aimed at assisting small NGOs to

improve their services to vulnerable groups (the maximum available funding per

applicant NGO was only 5000 euros), the list of successful organizations includes

some quite developed Greek NGOs whose annual budgets are larger than 500,000

euros (TIMA Charitable Foundation 2016).

From one point of view, the Greek public administration did not discourage NGO

opportunism. In contrast to direct EU funding for NGOs that reflected a clear

philosophy based on the model of associative democracy, national authorities did

not have a clear set of objectives. As we were told by interviewees, funds were

shifted from environmental projects to migration and from women empowerment to

Romas without a clear or sustained strategic framework (Souras, 20 March 2016). In

turn, this created a fragmented and ever-changing milieu, with NGO budgets and

personnel increasing through the short timeframes of projects and then unable to

Table 1 Year of establishment of Greek NGOs. Source Thales Survey Data

Year % of total

Up to 1951 5

1951–1989 27

1990s 29

2000–2009 32

2010–2014 7

Total 100
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support their activities, becoming rubber-stamp institutions with very little

activities, in search for the next grant (Valvis, 15 March 2015). The volatility of

the NGO environment created pressures and feelings of insecurity among NGO

staff. A member of a Greek NGO (20 June 2014) disclosed to us that many highly

qualified professionals who were initially recruited by NGOs to manage EU projects

did stay on until the end of the project cycle but then moved to a consultancy or a

public-sector position that offered more job security.

The Greek state found it convenient to ‘delegate’ whole sectors of social

provision to NGOs. Social care for drug addicts, asylum seekers and the

management of national parks gradually became the total responsibility of EU-

funded NGOs. For example, in the case of drug addiction, the state was instrumental

in creating quasi-governmental NGOs such as KETHI and OKANA that allowed

politicians and state officials to ‘escape their responsibility.’ Another example is

‘Iatriki Paremvassi,’ an NGO focusing on health issues created in 2004, that has

received more than 2.47 million euros (Huliaras and Petropoulos 2015,

pp. 112–113).

Several of those NGOs that adopted the agendas and priorities of EU funding

schemes or of managing state agencies appeared to have gradually developed a

‘dependency culture’: they did not so much pay attention to strategic planning and

sought to carry out activities that largely mirrored the availability of funding and

project cycles. External funding also acted as a disincentive to create or maintain

their own domestic networks. As a manager of a large Greek NGO told the authors,

‘the wide availability of EU money made NGOs indifferent to other funding

opportunities’ (especially from private foundations, the general public, and private

business—through Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives) (Manager of a Greek

NGO, 20 October 2015). Many NGOs also neglected the need to communicate their

activities to the wider public and largely failed to mobilize citizens to their causes

(Manager of a Greek NGO, 20 October 2015). This translated into fewer volunteers,

weaker civic engagement and a gradual disconnection from their original founding

visions. In this respect, the ‘upward’ accountability of NGOs to the EU and

responsible state agencies increased at the expense of their ‘downward’ account-

ability to their members and the broader society. To the extent that NGOs are not

legally required in Greece (as in other countries) to generate some part of their

revenues from private donations, the more EU and state financial support was given

to these organizations, the less active they became in building their own bases of

popular support. Therefore, having demonstrated that the Greek civil society has

been developed ‘top-down’ and remained at all times enfeebled, we move on to see

how the crisis has impacted upon it.

The Greek NGO Sector and the Crisis

The prolongation and deepening of the financial crisis deteriorated poverty levels in

the country and tested the limits of the social welfare system. In addition, family

support networks came under increasing strain (Lyberaki and Tinios 2014).

Inevitably, NGOs did not stay unaffected. The article identifies four trends: (1) a
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sharp decrease of NGO budgets during the crisis years, due to the fall of individual

donations and the diminution of state-funded programs; (2) the adoption by NGOs

of different ‘adaptation’ strategies to the new realities; (3) a rise of volunteerism—

reflecting to some extent high levels of unemployment; and (4) the emergence of

private foundations as the leading donors of Greek NGOs, largely replacing

diminishing state resources.

The Fall of Individual Donations and State-Financed Programs

The crisis reached Greek NGOs 2 years after its outbreak, precisely, in late 2011.

On the one hand, state funding for NGOs considerably decreased, while, on the

other, the crisis impacted upon the amounts that individuals donated to social

causes. According to the Thales survey, donations from individuals to the 158

interviewed NGOs decreased both as a proportion of total funding and in absolute

numbers. While member subscriptions shrank from 7% (6.8 million euros) of

aggregate revenues in 2011 to 5% (5.9 million euros) in 2013, individual non-

regular contributions decreased from 47% of total funding (41.8 million euros) in

2011 to 34% (39 million euros) in 2013. Indeed, in most sectors of NGO activity,

donations from people dropped considerably, especially in 2012. For instance,

NGOs focusing on ‘Development’ activities witnessed a decrease of private

donations, measured as a percentage of total revenues, from 74% (2011) to 56%

(2013), while those working on ‘Human Rights–Gender Issues’ experienced a

diminution of private donations from 57 to 36% of their revenues. Similarly,

organizations active on the ‘Education’ sector saw a reduction of private donations

from 20 to 10% of their revenues.

Nevertheless, on a few crisis-related sectors of NGO activity (e.g., health, social

inclusion and migration) contributions were stabilized or even registered some

increase. The diminution in individual donations was confirmed in qualitative

interviews too. For instance, representatives from NGO ‘Boroume,’ ‘Artos-Drassi’

and the ‘Greek Food Bank’ told us that they have been meeting extreme difficulty to

raise funds from the wider public (Vathis and Huliaras 2013).

The repercussions of the crisis were more severe for those NGOs that counted

more on small, individual contributions for their income such as the Greek

subsidiaries of Greenpeace, Médecins Sans Frontières and ActionAid Hellas. Most

of these organizations registered on average 25% drop of revenue in 2011. For

example, the budget of ‘ActionAid Hellas’ decreased from 11.3 million euros in

2010 to almost 8.5 million euros in 2011 (Kouvaras, 19 February 2016). Likewise,

the revenues of Greenpeace Hellas dropped from 1.3 million in 2011 to 1.1 million

in 2013 (Charalampides, 18 March 2016). As a result, the organization had to turn to

Greenpeace International for financial support during the 2012–2015 period. It

seems that public support to environmental NGOs is positively correlated with the

wider economic context (Botetzagias and Malesios 2012). Lastly, the change in

private donations to NGOs had a geographical dimension as well. As portrayed in

Table 2, the Thales survey found out a sharp decrease of private funding from

individuals to NGOs outside Athens. Most interviewees ascribed this difference of

performance (in terms of access to individual donations) to the fact that Athens-
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based NGOs are in general older and larger organizations (in the Thales survey, the

average annual revenues of Athens-based NGOs amount to 762 thousand euros,

while their counterpart in the rest of the country have annual revenues equivalent to

198 thousand euros). Furthermore, while both categories of NGOs have spent the

same percentage of their budget for ‘Communication & Fundraising’ (4%), there

has been a significant gap in absolute terms (31 thousand euros versus 8 thousand

euros), again giving an edge to Athens-based organizations in attracting the

decreasing individual donations. And the fact that 45% of the Greek population

lives in Athens, in proximity and close interaction with local NGOs, also explicates

the lower ability of outside-Athens-based organizations to generate a sufficient

revenue stream from individuals.

However, there is an exception to this general negative trend in smaller

individual donations worth mentioning. Church institutions (dioceses and parishes)

have announced an increase of philanthropic spending through their network of

orphanages, nursing homes, boarding schools and food kitchens by almost 30%,

from 96 million euros in 2010 to 126 million in 2015, claiming that the Church’s

social programs had 1.3 million beneficiaries (Romfea 2016). The largest increases

were recorded in provincial dioceses (especially in the Peloponnese). Still, the

figures published by the Church of Greece are not entirely reliable due to its

fragmented structure (large number of dioceses with dissimilar reporting methods).

Furthermore, the Church’s philanthropic activities receive not only private

contributions through its Filoptoha Tameia (Funds for the Poor), but also revenue

through a variety of sources ranging from the EU to the state budget.

Another interesting finding concerning the impact of the crisis on NGO activities

is highlighted in the revenues/expenses ratio. In principle, this ratio should equal to

1 or 100%, as NGOs usually spend what they have collected. A positive ratio (i.e.,

higher than 100%) implies that revenues are higher than expenses and is usually

observed when NGOs operate in an environment in which plenty of funding is

available. In that case, NGOs secure funds which may be used for future activities.

In general, as the funding precedes activities it is rather usual that for any given year

a ‘technical/accounting’ surplus in revenues is recorded. However, when the

revenues/expenses ratio is negative, it is evident that organizations are at economic

strains. In our case, the Thales survey revealed that organizations focusing on

human rights, solidarity/social inclusion and health/welfare type of activities had

greater expenses than revenues during the researched period (see Table 3).

Table 2 Private donations as a source of funding, geographical analysis. Source Thales Survey data

Source of funding Athens Rest of the country

Million euro Change (%

2011–2013)

Million euro Change (%

2011–2013)
2011 2013 2011 2013

Members contributions 5.4 5.6 ?3.7 0.6 0.3 -50

Private donations 26.3 28.5 ?8.3 2.2 1.8 -19.2
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The crisis had another, less expected result. Due to the rising discomfort over the

financial situation, the Greek media and the wider society demonstrated greater

sensitivity about the revelation of economic scandals and the exposure of

misallocation of state funds (Frangonikolopoulos 2014). To the extent that a few

among these scandals concerned the mismanagement of Greek Official Develop-

ment Assistance by NGOs, much public resentment was directed against civil

society organizations and, in August 2012, following a parliamentary report, the

Greek government decided to freeze all funding to NGOs (Ekathimerini 2012). The

organizations that were mostly hit by that decision were the ones offering health

services to vulnerable groups such as ‘Greek Enterprise for the Protection of

Autistic People’ (EEPAA). Although funding to these organizations resumed in

2013, they have continued to be at pains to finance their operations due to the large

disbursement delays.

Despite the detrimental effects of the crisis on Greek businesses, there is

evidence that the support to civil society via Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

programs has remained relatively stable overall. To be sure, as profits have been

reduced many companies have been increasingly unwilling to engage in CSR

activities. However, others (especially the banking and the metallurgy sectors) have

shown a growing interest (Metaxas and Tsavdaridou 2013). A survey of the Center

for Sustainability and Excellence (CSE) that gathered data from 42 companies

estimated CSR spending in Greece at approximately 55 million euros per year

during the 2012–2014 period (CSE 2014, p. 10). According to that survey, there is

not much fluctuation over time in the size of the CSR programs of the interviewed

companies. During the researched period, 67% of the companies maintained the

same levels of CSR programs; 16.5% increased the levels of their contributions; and

16.5% decreased their funding to civil society initiatives. The survey also recorded

that 17% of respondents intended to increase their CSR spending in the coming

year, while 83% stated that the level of their donations would remain unchanged

(CSE 2014, p. 10).

The motivating factors of corporations do not seem to have changed due to the

crisis: Greek companies engaged in CSR activities to improve their image, profile

and reputation as ‘responsible societal actors’ (Glavopoulos et al. 2014). In this

Table 3 Greek NGO sectoral revenue/expenses ratio. Source Thales Survey data

Sector Revenue/expenses ratio

(average 2011–2013) (%)

Development 108

Human rights–gender issues 83

Education–training–labor market 114

Solidarity–social inclusion 91

Migration–asylum 132

Environment–civil protection 118

Culture 116

Health–welfare–housing–provision of meals 92
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respect, much like all other donors, corporations also shifted their priorities and put

greater emphasis on humanitarian causes at the expense of all other actions (e.g.,

environmental issues) (Huliaras 2015, p. 20). Importantly, another key finding of the

CSE survey was that one of the main reasons (33% of responses) for not embarking

into more CSR activities was the lack of quantifiable data about the results of their

funding activities (CSE 2014, p. 10).

The Adaptation Strategies of NGOs

Greek NGOs adopted different kinds of strategies to increase their resilience and

adapt to the new environment. First of all, NGOs sought to decrease their operating

costs. According to the Thales survey, Greek NGOs managed on average to reduce

by 2% their operating costs on a yearly basis during the 2011–2014 period. Here,

another factor that prompted the emergence of a value-for-money mentality

(implying streamlining procurement procedures and better organizing cash flows)

was the rise of large private donors that took into serious consideration each

organization’s management processes. As effectiveness is correlated with the size of

operating expenses, keeping the latter low increases the chances of successfully

bidding to private foundations. This correlation indeed reflects an international trend

of viewing NGOs as mechanisms that transform funding into activities to cover

needs. It concerns the question of how much funding actually reaches final

beneficiaries. To the extent that operating expenses are utilized to maintain,

sometimes rather bureaucratic and partly unnecessary, organizational structures,

there is a generally accepted, though still partly debatable, argument that this kind of

expenses decreases the real value/effect of NGO work (Ortiz 2001; Goggins

Gregory and Howard 2009; Nunnenkamp and Öhler 2012). Interestingly, according

to the Thales survey, there were important variations in size and fluctuations of

operating costs over time. As Table 4 shows, in sectors in which competition for

available resources was more intense due to the fact that it attracted less interest

from donors (e.g., environmental issues, culture and education), operating expenses

(i.e., administrative costs not directly related to field activities) tended to be lower

(as a percentage of overall expenses) than in all other sectors.

Table 4 Greek NGO sectoral operating expenses. Source Thales Survey data

Sector Operating expenses

(% of total, average 2011–2013)

% change

(average 2011–2013)

Development 18 ?12.8

Human rights–gender issues 36 -7.5

Education–training–labor market 15 -1.4

Solidarity–social inclusion 26 -3.7

Migration–asylum 21 -13.8

Environment–civil protection 18.4 4.8

Culture 12.7 2

Health–welfare–housing–provision of meals 23.1 -2.6
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Some NGOs tried to utilize the media in order to increase awareness about their

causes and regather support from individuals. For instance, the NGO ‘Chamogelo

tou Paidiou’ (The Smile of the Child), a Greek NGO focusing on children’s well-

being, made several appeals for support from media outlets—the most important

one being through ‘Radio Arvila,’ a very popular satirical TV show. Likewise,

‘ActionAid Hellas’ created a video with the anchorman of the same show, Antonis

Kanakis, which was aired in 2013. This particular initiative, according to Gerasimos

Kouvaras (19 February, 2016), General Director of ActionAid Hellas, brought about

3500 new ‘sponsors’ to the organization’s causes in just three weeks, i.e., an

increase by 10% of the organization’s supporter base.

Another adaptation strategy was the restructuring of operations. Greenpeace, for

instance, strove to find ways to increase its efficiency rather than decrease its

activities, or reduce the size of its human resources. As the crisis contributed to the

aggravation of many environmental issues (that, in general, were pushed back on the

public agenda), contracting the scope of its operations was not perceived as a

sensible choice. Its restructuring brought about a more cooperative and participatory

mentality into the organization as, for instance, the organization’s staff was given

the opportunity to highlight its concerns and propose solutions (Charalampides, 18

March 2016).

The crisis also made NGOs more responsive to their donors’ expectations on

issues of transparency. According to the Thales survey, a constantly increasing

number of NGOs (51.2% of respondents) has been publishing yearly activity reports

and data about its budget and its human resources on its website, while some NGOs

(25% of respondents) have even hired chartered accountants to audit their finances.

Although some organizations had operated in satisfactory transparency levels, the

emphasis of both individual donors and foundations on transparency led to an

expansion of these types of best practices. Moreover, as more and more funding has

been conditioned on specific reporting requirements (e.g., EU Structural Funds,

foundations, companies), issuing a yearly report on the organization’s activities was

made significantly easier than before.

Some organizations also attempted to diversify their income sources. For

example, PRAKSIS directed its attention to projects and funding from private

foundations as well as to EU programs (e.g., European Fund for the Integration of

Third-country Nationals). Similarly, EEPAA targeted programs launched with EU

Structural Funds in Greece, many of which focused on vulnerable groups (e.g.,

projects funded by the European Social Fund) (Christos 23 February, 2016). Again,

some delays were observed in the disbursement of funds owing to the fact that these

projects were co-financed by the Greek state that has been facing serious budgetary

limitations. To end the impasse, the European Commission decreased in 2012 the

percentage of co-financing from the Greek side to 5%, and in 2015, to 0%.

Importantly, the Thales survey demonstrated that NGOs operating outside Athens

secured higher levels of revenues through EU funded projects than their

counterparts in Athens (see Table 5). One would expect the exact opposite

considering that Athens-based NGOs have on average greater resources at hand and

are located in closer proximity to the core of government structures and committees

that are handling the greatest percentage of EU Structural Funds.

Voluntas (2017) 28:2176–2199 2189

123



The Role of Private Foundations

The effort of the sector to restructure itself, or at least its financial resources base,

was assisted by the decision of private foundations to increase available funds for

the alleviation of the crisis. NGOs were well placed to take advantage of this new

developing source of funding. To be sure, private foundations such as Stavros

Niarchos Foundation, John S. Latsis Foundation or Bodossaki Foundation had been

present in Greece long before the outbreak of the financial crisis. In this respect,

what has recently changed is the focus and the magnitude of their activities. Until

the crisis, many of these foundations have mostly provided scholarships to

university students and have supported cultural and arts-related events and

environmental organizations (Botetzagias and Koutiva 2014). This pattern of

priorities of activities gradually changed with the multiplication of appeals for

support from organizations that struggled to offer services to vulnerable popula-

tions. As a result, many foundations undertook new activities. For instance, Stavros

Niarchos Foundation (SNF) announced in 2012 the allocation of 100 million euros

to a three-year-long initiative, titled ‘Initiative Against the Greek Crisis.’ In 2014,

the SNF announced another package of 100 million euros to be channeled within a

year to relevant projects as well as the allocation of 100 million euros to another

cause, ‘Recharging the youth in Greece,’ a category of people which has been hurt

the most by the crisis. Moreover, several new foundations focusing on Greece have

been established, such as TIMA Charitable Foundation (in 2011), which focuses on

the elderly; Solidarity Now funded by the Open Society Foundations (in 2013), with

a more general focus; and Hellenic Hope (in 2012) and the Hellenic Initiative (in

2012), the latter two created by members of the Greek diaspora.

Owing to the fact that most of these interventions are very recent, our data have

not yet captured the full impact of this changing picture. Nevertheless, according to

the Thales survey, the funding from private foundations in many sectors of NGO

activity increased multifold during the 2011–2013 period: 105% in the human rights

sector, 772% in the migration sector, 70% in the health sector and so forth. To fully

grasp the magnitude of the new initiatives from private foundations, suffice is to

make a few comparisons: during the 2007–2013 EU programming period, NGOs

were eligible for funds amounting to approximately 200 million euros (Huliaras and

Petropoulos 2015, p. 110). As for the 2011–2014 period, the Thales survey found

out that the 158 surveyed Greek NGOs received 45 million euros from EU

Table 5 EU funded projects as source of NGO revenues, geographical analysis. Source Thales Survey

data

Source of funding Athens Rest of the country

Weighting

(% of total)

Average change

(% 2011–2013)

Weighting

(% of total)

Average change

(% 2011–2013)

2011 2013 2011 2013

EU funds 14 26.6 90 18 51.6 186
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Structural Funds. On the other hand, SNF, a single (albeit the largest) foundation

currently operating in Greece has been channeling 300 million euros for the

2012–2017 period in addition to its usual donations to NGO activities.

The activities of private foundations have had a differentiated impact across the

country. Owing to the fact that all foundations operating in Greece are based in

Athens, the Thales survey showed that most NGOs operating outside the capital

have not taken full advantage of this rapidly growing source of funding. For

example, in 2012, 7 million euros were disbursed to organizations based in Athens,

while 1.6 million euros were given to NGOs outside the Greek capital.

The emergence of foundations as preeminent donors also had an impact on the

sectoral diversification of the Greek Third Sector: to the extent that foundations

concentrated their funding on specific NGO activities, they influenced the growth of

the ecosystem. NGO activities on culture, development assistance and education

received less funding than activities on health, social inclusion and human rights.

This development cultivated a ‘follow the money’ mentality, already present in the

ecosystem (Souras, 20 March 2016).

The donations of private foundations have substituted the declining state support

and private donations inflows and have assisted NGOs to survive the crisis. An

interesting feature of the foundations’ funding policies is that quite often operational

expenses are considered as eligible costs. While foundations have in the past

preferred to fund new projects rather than NGOs themselves, they altered their

approach in view of the danger that several NGOs would cease operations, unable to

cover operational costs (Fragkou, 2 December 2016). Foundations have also

pressurized NGOs to restructure themselves and improve the effectiveness and

efficiency of their operations. This has been achieved through the integration in the

evaluation of grant applications of notions of appropriateness, effectiveness and

impact analysis, as well as through the establishment of monitoring and evaluation

processes.

Interestingly, this new, more demanding, environment brought about various

initiatives focusing on strengthening capacity building in Greek NGOs. A clear

example of this trend is the establishment of HIGGS (Higher Incubator Giving

Growth & Sustainability) in 2015. With the support of SNF, HIGGS offers capacity-

building seminars and counseling to Greek NGOs. It is actually an offspring of a

series of capacity-building seminars that have been organized since 2012. Likewise,

Impact Hub, Ashoka and the much-expected Social Dynamo are some other

initiatives trying to meet these specific needs of diffusing know-how and best

practices to the NGO community (Souras, 20 March 2016).

The Rise of Volunteerism

The economic crisis also acted as a motivating factor for civic engagement and

associational growth. A variety of organizations providing social services and

solidarity networks have been formed since 2009 (Polyzoidis 2015, p. 120). Several

observers noted a spectacular rise in informal networks, grassroots movements and

support networks with cooperatives, social groceries and solidarity bazaars

(Pantazidou 2013; Sotiropoulos and Bourikos 2014; Vathakou 2015). Some have
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enthusiastically observed that an ‘alternative, parallel’ economy is in the making

(Pantazidou 2013).

According to the Thales survey (see Table 6), both the numbers of volunteers and

NGO employees have recorded a steady rise since 2012. The number of volunteers

has been steadily rising on a yearly basis with a major change being recorded in

2013 (an increase by 28%). This development signifies a rupture in the general trend

of fading volunteerism observed in Greece since the end of the ‘Athens 2004’

Olympic Games (Athens 2004 Report 2004). In 2016, the OECD corroborated our

finding, reporting that ‘41.4% of Greek students aged around 14 volunteered at least

once in the 12 preceding months compared to the OECD average of 29.7%’ (OECD

2016, p. 5). Moreover, the Thales survey found out that the number of employees in

the Greek NGO sector increased by 77% in 2012. This was largely made possible

through a significant increase in funding by private foundations.

The rise of volunteerism is largely linked to the increased awareness of the

Greeks about the impact of the crisis and proximity to suffering. Another motivating

factor has been the increased psychological and economic needs of volunteers

themselves (especially young unemployed hoping for a paid position) (Clarke 2015,

p. 79). According to the Thales survey, more than 80% of volunteers have chosen to

offer service on social and health causes instead of participating in activities on

culture, human rights, and environmental protection (see Table 7). As Gerasimos

Kouvaras (19 February, 2016), General Director of ActionAid Hellas, pointed out ‘it

Table 6 Numbers of employees and volunteers. Source Thales Survey data

2011 2012 2013

Paid employment 2090 4109 4016

Self-employed 779 972 1134

Total 2869 5081 5150

Regular volunteers 5557 5874 7100

Occasional volunteers 9020 9666 12,769

Total 14,577 15,540 19,869

Table 7 Greek NGO volunteers by sector. Source Thales Survey data

Sector Number of volunteers

(average 2011–2013)

Development 1005

Human rights–gender issues 6395

Education–training–labor market 7124

Solidarity–social inclusion 13,683

Migration–asylum 2560

Environment–civil protection 2869

Culture 3670

Health–welfare–housing–provision of meals 14,166
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became less logical for Greeks to support ActionAid that was focusing at that time

to covering needs in countries outside Greece.’ Similarly, Pantelis Charalampides

(18 March, 2016), Head of Fundraising Department of Greenpeace, mentioned that

‘environmental causes lost their attractiveness in comparison with homeless or

starving people.’ Having said that, we should not conclude that environmental

organizations such as Greenpeace have not benefited from the rise of interest of the

general public on social causes. According to Charalampides (18 March, 2016),

‘what really changed for us was the fact that volunteers since the start of the crisis

have become more active—they do not want to stay on the sidelines but to take

action. This is why our teams of volunteers have now a say in our strategy, as they

are being involved in both the design and the implementation of actions.’

Interestingly, the Thales survey also demonstrated that the rise of volunteerism

has a certain geographical pattern. NGOs operating outside the capital have

benefited from a sharper increase of regular volunteers in contrast to their

counterparts operating in Athens (see Table 8). This finding is consistent with the

general view that inhabitants of smaller cities are less likely to remain apathetic to a

worsening socioeconomic situation. In smaller communities, people tend to

mobilize more to act for the less fortunate.

The crisis also seems to have another positive effect on the human resources of

NGOs. As highlighted in various interviews with representatives of large NGOs

active in Greece, the average skills and credentials of people applying for a job or a

volunteer position in the NGO sector have dramatically increased. While within

Greece there is a general discussion on the ‘brain drain’ due to the crisis, the

opposite trend has been observed in the NGO sector. Alexis Margalias (8 April,

2016), Financial Manager at PRAKSIS, remarked that ‘the wave of skillful people

coming at our offices is unprecedented.’ Margalias attributed this development to

the fact that there have been very few new job openings in the for-profit sector

during the crisis, while average wages have decreased. On the contrary, the NGO

sector has been among the few sectors in Greece in which employment positions

increased (largely owing to the rise of private foundations grants) while average

wages remained stable as they were rather low in the first place. In addition, as it is a

common practice for NGOs to hire people who have previously been volunteers,

volunteerism is considered by some people as a way to better position themselves in

a future job opening in the sector (Clarke 2015). Moreover, professionals who

usually work as contractors (e.g., lawyers, accountants, photographers, video

production experts) have been becoming more and more prone to offer their services

pro bono in order to expand their portfolio and establish a relationship with a

potential future client. To illustrate, a representative of Volunteers4Greece, an NGO

Table 8 Increase of regular volunteers, Athens versus rest of the country. Source Thales Survey data

Geographical breakdown Increase of regular volunteers

(% average 2011–2013)

NGOs operating in Athens 12

NGOs operating in the rest of the country 18
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that connects volunteers with Greek NGOs, told us: ‘We posted an advertisement on

behalf of an NGO looking for a stage director on Thursday afternoon and on

Monday the NGO requested us to take down the post as they had already received 7

applications’ (Panagiotarea, 10 April 2016). The Volunteers4Greece representative

added: ‘most of them [the contractors] want to participate in the effort to help the

most vulnerable of our society but certainly the fact that they have much free time

due to the situation in the economy and that they can expect a possible (small)

payment for a second assignment plays a role, at least for some’ (Panagiotarea, 10

April 2016). Thus, an increasing number of Greeks have been applying for openings

in NGOs because either they could not find a job elsewhere, or they prefer for a

more or less similar wage to work in an organization that helps the less advantaged.

Irrespective of the drivers, the Greek NGO sector has seen the pool of people

available to contribute to its causes expanding in terms of both numbers and skills.

The rise of interest in the sector is also apparent in the number of new NGOs that

have been established. Although the absence of a general registry for NGOs makes

the mapping of the sector a rather difficult task, tens of new organizations have

emerged since the crisis onset. This trend is expected to continue owing to the

availability of great amounts of funds from private foundations and the emergence

of several NGO-oriented capacity-building initiatives. Aristeidis Souras (20 March,

2016), Project Manager of HIGGS, mentioned: ‘we are witnessing an increase of

people’s interest about how the sector works, what are the main legal forms and

what funds could be available to them (…) a significant segment of these people

want to combine an urge to do good and the need to make a living.’ However, one

may question whether this trend is sustainable in the long term. As the authors of a

paper aptly argued recently, this is far from certain since ‘informal initiatives are

often short-lived and experience from other countries shows that crisis-related

volunteering tends to drop after the emergency passes’ (Clarke et al. 2016, p. 30).

Conclusions

The outbreak of the global financial crisis stimulated a very interesting debate on the

impact of economic crises on NGOs. With the danger of oversimplifying a more

complex picture, we remarked that the core of the debate is the existence (or not) of

a linear correlation between the deteriorating economic conditions in a country and

the ability of NGOs to cope with growing challenges.

We embarked to make a contribution to this debate with a single case study on

Greece, i.e., the most afflicted developed country by the recent economic crisis.

Greece is a country with a traditionally weak civil society sector, featuring low

levels of associational density and weak volunteerism. EU and state financial

support to Greek NGOs have over time created a rent-seeking civil society and in

effect, undermined the latter’s ability to increase social solidarity, promote trust and

develop spontaneous grassroots movements.

Our research affirmed the thesis that economic crises have a ‘mixed’ impact on

NGOs: they present threats but they also offer opportunities to civil society

organizations. In particular, the deterioration of socioeconomic conditions in Greece
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negatively affected small donations from individuals, while the adoption of fiscal

consolidation policies brought about a diminution of state financing to the sector. In

addition, many private corporations that registered losses were forced to cut down

on their CSR programs. In this respect, most NGOs came under strain that became

more acute 2 years after the crisis outbreak, in 2011.

However, the heightened awareness about the ramifications of crisis has also

stimulated several positive developments. The receding welfare state encouraged

civic engagement and mobilized citizens. As our research showed, the number of

volunteers offering service to Greek NGOs has remarkably increased during the last

years. New organizations were formed and older ones became more active in

providing social services to impoverished Greeks and migrants. Moreover,

‘informal social networks and self-help groups emerged and became active in

[the] exchange and distribution of goods and services, healthcare, education, food

and shelter provision, offering simultaneously a more critical view toward the state

and seeking alternative forms of social organization’ (Sotiropoulos and Bourikos

2014, pp. 52). Importantly, the new forms of activism and engagement that are on

the rise are not linked to the state. There is—probably for the first time—a

discernibly autonomous from traditional political authority (political parties,

government agencies, etc.) civil society. In terms of membership, the latter is

largely virtual (Internet), ideological (mainly left-wing), secular, progressive—

especially relating to human rights issues—and young (i.e., it consists mainly of

students, unemployed and professionals in their late 20s and 30s). One may

reasonably argue that people have compensated for the diminution in individual

donations with a rise of giving in time.

The crisis has also motivated NGOs to seek ways to increase their resilience. As

our research demonstrated, Greek NGOs have adopted a variety of ‘adaptation’

strategies (which are not mutually exclusive) such as organizational restructuring to

improve effectiveness, diversification of sources of financing, greater emphasis on

transparency to meet donor expectations and larger exposure to the media to

increase awareness for their causes.

Moreover, the crisis has given rise to new sources of funding with the emergence

of private foundations as the leading donors for NGO activities. The competitive

and demanding procedures that foundations follow have an overall positive effect

on how existing Greek NGOs evolve. Whether such a situation will persist and

continue to positively affect the NGO sector remains to be seen. However, the

recent refugee crisis appears to further strengthen the Greek NGO sector—at least in

terms of funding and international collaborations.

To conclude, despite its immediate economic impact, the crisis seems to have

offered an opportunity for the Greek civil society sector: the dependency on EU and

state funds of previous years that had constrained NGO independence and autonomy

may at last have started to wane. However, a new funding dependency is now on the

rise. Greek NGOs are increasingly relying on big private foundations. In some

respects, this privatization of donations is a positive step—since it means a more

autonomous civil society, much less dependent on political connections and

clientelistic networks. However, at the same time, this privatization of funds creates

another type of dependency. Greek NGOs continue to look for funding at the ‘top’
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rather than at their grassroots bases. To paraphrase what an observer noted for

NGOs active in the Balkans, Greek NGOs continue to resemble trees turned upside

down, with roots found in the place of branches, taking nourishment from the big

private foundations instead of citizens (Fatos Lubonja, quoted in Chiodi 2002,

p. 75).
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