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Abstract In this study, we aim to investigate the much

shrouded and problematic role of civil society organiza-

tions (CSOs) in conflict settings. We argue that to go

beyond the ‘‘NGOization’’ of CSOs, there is a need to have

a macro perspective of the interaction mechanisms between

the shifting dynamics that CSOs play in development

efforts. This lack of perspective impedes the ability of

CSOs to navigate challenges in conflict settings because

examining CSO dynamics independently will not be suf-

ficient to develop effective solutions. Therefore, we

investigated the interplay between dynamics in the case of

Palestinian CSOs through our interactive framework,

where we identified three main barriers faced by CSOs and

eight interaction mechanisms between each of the

dynamics and the barriers. Our framework appeals to pol-

icymakers and practitioners alike by offering practical

implications emphasizing the role of locally led initiatives

that mobilize communities to innovate and govern, with

guidance from CSOs.

Keywords Conflict settings � Palestine � Governance �
Social innovation � Policy dialogue � Institutional theory

Introduction

Imagine a small village in a remote region in a war-torn

country. The government is unable to provide basic

necessities such as health care or education due to conflict

and economic crisis. Here, we start to see CSOs forming

and filling the gaps, providing the basic services to the

community, often assuming a governing role by tackling

issues that face their community either by innovating

solutions, networking, knowledge sharing, or advocacy.

However, as time passes, these organizations may become

heavily reliant on donor funding and lose touch with the

needs of the community they were meant to serve. This is

just an example of the complex and often problematic role

that CSOs play in development efforts in a conflict setting

that the study intends to investigate in depth.

CSOs have been viewed as a ‘‘magic bullet’’ for

achieving development success (Edwards et al., 1995).

They are often viewed as less bureaucratic and corrupt than

governmental bodies, as well as better advocates for social

change (Howell & Pearce, 2001). In many developing

countries, where governments cannot effectively provide

public goods and services due to conflict, historical lega-

cies, political factors, and economic factors, the provision

of these necessities has shifted from governments to CSOs

(Haddad, 2016; Turner, 2014). However, some critics have

argued that the increasing technicization and marketization

of CSOs has resulted in the depoliticization of civil society

(Srinivas, 2022), the neutralization of dissent and resis-

tance (Arda & Banerjee, 2021), and financial dependence

on donors, which has led many CSOs to become donor-

driven rather than demand-driven (Suarez & Gugerty,

2016). Moreover, the dependence of CSOs on donors has

promoted the exclusion of minorities and disconnection

from their constituents (Challand, 2008), leading to what

has been called the ‘‘NGOization’’ of civil society (Chahim

& Prakash, 2014; Jad, 2003).

Despite the growing importance of studying CSOs in

extreme contexts (Arslan et al., 2021; Meyer & Simsa,

2018; Waerder et al., 2022;), such as conflict settings, there
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remains a significant gap in our understanding of how

different CSO dynamics, such as internal and external

governance, policy dialogue, social innovation, knowledge

management, and service provision, interact with each

other in a conflict environment. The authors argue that such

a gap hinders the development of effective models and

strategies for CSOs to overcome the challenges they face

and continue to serve the needs of the community. In other

words, we still lack a macro perspective of how different

dynamics impede CSOs from adapting to challenges in

their extreme environment. Additionally, scholars in the

field have called for more qualitative studies on extreme

contexts and trust issues due to historical legacies (Hall-

gren et al., 2017).

Therefore, this study aims to fill the gap by investigating

the complex interplay between different dynamics within

CSOs operating in extreme conflict settings. The research

question of this study is, how do various organizational

dynamics within CSOs interact with each other in a conflict

setting, and how are these interactions influenced by the

conflict setting? By analyzing the interactions among each

of the dynamics, this study provides critical insights and

practical recommendations that will appeal to policymak-

ers and practitioners dissatisfied with the narrow, techno-

cratic focus of ‘‘management science’’ (Coule et al., 2022).

To investigate the interplay of different dynamics, the

study builds on the distinctive case of Palestinian Civil

Society Organizations (PCSOs) in the context of conflict. A

rarely studied context in organizational studies (with

exceptions, see (Arda & Banerjee, 2021; Morrar & Baba,

2022)) given the protracted conflict in Palestine, engaged

scholarship presents an opportunity for collaboration

between academics and community-based practitioners

(Boyer, 1996). This study focuses on PCSOs operating in

the context of the Israeli occupation of Palestine in the

West Bank and Gaza Strip (Gordon, 2008), which has

created a unique and extreme setting where Palestinian

non-governmental organizations (NGOs) exercise power in

areas of limited statehood (Arda & Banerjee, 2021). PCSOs

have played governance roles and provided services to

marginalized populations even before the establishment of

the Palestinian Authority (PA) in 1995 (Challand, 2008).

What makes PCSOs unique is that they were founded as a

result of the Israeli occupation and have persevered and

developed despite the extreme conditions imposed by the

occupation (Kassis, 2001).

The study employed a mixed-methods approach that

combined documentary analysis conducted 20 semi-struc-

tured interviews and administered 18 semi-structured

questionnaires to top management-level representatives of

various PCSOs. By analyzing the data thematically, the

authors developed an interactive framework that illustrates

the barriers of each dynamic and the interactions between

them. Three main barriers were identified: the ‘‘governance

trap cycle,’’ ‘‘effectiveness trap,’’ and ‘‘institutional trap.’’

The findings suggest that addressing each dynamic in iso-

lation will not suffice to overcome the multiple barriers

encountered by CSOs in extreme contexts. Instead, a

comprehensive and integrated approach is needed to

replace the current model of aid-dependent civil society

with locally led initiatives that mobilize communities to

innovate and govern with the guidance of CSOs. Ulti-

mately, the implications for practitioners and policymakers

are to establish a flexible institutional environment that

enables CSOs to develop resilient and sustainable com-

munities to overcome external environmental pressures.

Theoretical Background

Operational Definition of CSOs

CSOs in conflict settings can be characterized by seven

general and specific criteria proposed by the previous lit-

erature. These criteria include the autonomy of the societal

sphere from state institutions and other actors, the inde-

pendence of the public sphere, legal and normative pro-

tection of societal agents and institutions, and a solidarity

sphere based on resource redistribution (Kamali, 2001).

Also, CSOs should have a positive vision of social par-

ticipation, accept basic rights and rules of toleration, and

refrain from political violence to achieve autonomy

(Challand, 2008).

Institutional Theory and CSOs in Conflict Settings

In conflict settings, CSOs operate within a complex insti-

tutional environment shaped by multiple actors. In our

case, these actors consist of the Israeli government, the PA,

and international donors. These actors create a set of for-

mal rules, including laws and regulations, and informal

rules, such as norms and values, that shape organizational

behavior and practices (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Insti-

tutional theory suggests that organizations, including

CSOs, are influenced by the broader institutional environ-

ment in which they operate within (Scott, 2013). Extreme

contexts, on the other hand, refer to situations characterized

by high levels of uncertainty, ambiguity, and complexity,

where traditional rules and norms may not apply (De

Waard & Kalkman, 2022). In such a context, institutional

theory provides a useful lens for studying how CSOs in

conflict settings navigate and respond to institutional

pressures they face. The institutional environment for

CSOs includes the legal framework, funding sources, and

societal expectations surrounding their activities (Meyer &

Rowan, 1977).
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Institutional theory offers two different viewpoints:

institutional isomorphism and institutional entrepreneur-

ship. The former refers to the pressure that organizations

confront to adapt to the institutional norms and practices

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983); such pressure can come from

donors, regulators, and stakeholders. Conversely, the latter

refers to the efforts of the organizations’ attempt to change

the institutional environment in which they operate (Bat-

tilana & Dorado, 2010), challenging the set of informal

rules. So, the dynamics of CSOs can be influenced by and

can also influence the institutional environment.

Moreover, institutional theory recognizes volatile insti-

tutional contexts through institutional complexity, institu-

tional voids, and extreme operating environment (Cruz

et al., 2016; Jarzabkowski et al., 2013; Mair & Marti,

2009). Institutional complexity presents contradictory

demands and requirements from the institutional environ-

ment, leading to dysfunctional behavior (Jarzabkowski

et al., 2013). Institutional voids occur when institutional

arrangements are in a state of absence, failure, or weak-

ness, making it difficult to cope with contradictory and

incoherent behaviors (Mair & Marti, 2009). Extreme

operating environments characterized by increased risk,

uncertainty, and scarce resources emerge due to natural

disasters that damage and disrupt organizations, leading to

actors no longer relying on established organizations (Cruz

et al., 2016). In developing countries, emerging fields lack

widely recognized norms and practices, making the adop-

tion of new practices difficult due to the absence of leading

organizations and widely accepted appropriate practices

(Maguire et al., 2004).

One approach to institutional theory that may be espe-

cially relevant to this case study is the inhabited institution

approach that emphasizes the active role played by actors

within institutions in shaping and transforming them

(Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). This approach recognizes that

change could be shaped by the intervention and strategic

actions of individuals and organizations within institutions,

not only through external pressures. Thus, it focuses on the

interactions between local and extra-local embeddedness

(Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). Such an approach helps us

examine CSOs navigating extreme institutional environ-

ments as well as explore the interactions between what

happens within organizations and broader phenomena

outside of the organization (Whittington, 2006).

A Focus on CSO Dynamics

CSOs are not a homogeneous group, and their interests

vary and are in constant change. Accordingly, under-

standing the six dynamics of CSOs can provide insight into

stakeholder relations, governance structure, knowledge

management, policy dialogue, service provision, access to

services, and social innovation in extreme settings.

Internal Governance

Internal governance of CSOs encompasses the governance

structure, participatory decision-making processes, and

accountability to internal stakeholders (Steen-Johnsen

et al., 2011). However, managers often control the mem-

bership process of the general assembly (GA), resulting in

marginalization and manipulation of GAs and board of

directors (BoDs) (Awashreh, 2019). This is due to the

founders’ pursuit of self-interested gains, such as political

affiliations or financial gains (Challand, 2008).

External Governance

External governance refers to CSOs accountability and

relationship with stakeholders; in our case, it is the Pales-

tinian public, government, donors, and the PA. Most

research suggests that PCSOs are donor-driven, which

results in accountability being upward toward donors rather

than the public (Bishara, 1996; Challand, 2008). The

appearance of the PA in 1995 brought donor aid to support

the peace process, leading to an increase in aid-dependent

organizations (De Voir & Tartir, 2009). When the aid

stops, these organizations stop working on their projects,

threatening sustainability and creating negative competi-

tiveness (Atia & Herrold, 2018; Reis et al., 1999).

Policy Dialogue

Policy dialogue allows stakeholders to collaborate toward

solving public issues (Nabyonga Orem et al., 2016). CSOs

engagement in policy dialogue is hindered by service

provision priorities of larger NGOs, political factionalism,

lack of trust, and international agendas (Hammami, 2000;

Costantini et al., 2011). Bottom-up policy dialogue is key

to regaining public trust.

Service Provision

While PCSOs play a vital role in providing services to

marginalized populations, the sole focus on service deliv-

ery leads to a mission drift insight of dependence on aid

(Atia & Herrold, 2018). Donor-driven PCSOs have led to

duplication of projects, loss of public trust, and a shift in

service provision from public needs to donor agendas

(Morrar & Sultan, 2020).
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Knowledge Management

Knowledge management involves creating, using, and

sharing knowledge but lacks strategic benefit (Zack et al.,

2002). Tacit knowledge is at risk of being lost without

mechanisms for sharing (Uriarte, 2008). Palestinian NGOs

face gaps in knowledge management including reliance on

non-evidence-based reporting, data monopolization, lack of

capacity for translation and dissemination, and research for

personal or donor agendas (Alkhaldi et al., 2021).

Social Innovation

Social innovation (SI) offers an alternative to donor-aid-

driven models and aid dependency, defined as an approach

to satisfy social needs and generate social value (Borzaga

& Bodini, 2012; Phills et al., 2008). However, for SI to be

effective in Palestine, three barriers must be overcome,

including a lack of culture for SI, negative competitiveness

between CSOs, lack of coordination between donors and

CSOs, and low capacity to innovate (Morrar & Baba,

2022).

Research Methodology

Research Design

To answer the main research question, a concurrent trian-

gulation design was adopted. This design involves con-

current but separate collection and analysis of both

qualitative and quantitative data, allowing the researchers

to gain a deeper understanding of the research (Creswell &

Clark, 2007; Morse, 1991) (See Fig. 1). The two data sets

were merged through interpretation. Qualitative design is

appropriate for examining exploratory and underexplored

phenomena. This study relied on a single case study, which

offered a distinctive empirical setting, namely PCSOs.

Single case studies are highly conducive to immersion in a

specific phenomenon to extract more theoretical insight

(Patton & Fund, 2002). This case study can be considered

unique or extreme due to the Palestinian-Israeli conflict,

which has lasted for decades and is specific to Palestine

(Yin, 2003). This uniqueness is considered a strength as it

provides insights into individual experiences and interpre-

tations (Bluhm et al., 2011). Despite its unique nature, the

authors argue that the study’s transferability is not hindered

and that it can be applied to other war-torn or fragile states.

Empirical Material

In the qualitative methodology, the study used two

empirical sources to ensure data triangulation and rigor

(Patton & Fund, 2002). The first source was an analysis of

documentary sources, including project and activity

reports, research studies done by CSOs, policy documents

of CSOs, national policy agenda, guidelines, and bylaws of

CSO thematic networks, unions, and working groups. The

second source was semi-structured interviews, allowing the

researchers to have in-depth conversations with the inter-

viewees examining each specific sector and the organiza-

tion’s challenges and outlook on each dynamic. In total, 20

semi-structured interviews were conducted, with 17 of the

20 being with top management and the rest with team

management. The main author is fluent in both formal and

colloquial Arabic and English, allowing the interviewees to

pick any language that ensures the best communication

environment. Consent was taken orally to record each

interview and preserve the identity of the CSOs and the

interviewees, allowing them to speak freely. The study

based its selection on the level of different CSOs and the 12

different sectors as identified by the International Classi-

fication of Nonprofit Organizations (ICNPO) that apply to

the Palestinian PCSOs (Salamon & Anheier, 1996). The

interviews were recorded with the consent of the intervie-

wee, which is essential for transcription and coding later in

the data analysis phase alongside the interview notes

(Jamshed, 2014). The first author has three years of expe-

rience in working with CSOs, allowing him to facilitate

interviews and earn the confidence of interviewees, and

that, in turn, helped facilitate new exploratory data.

This study aims to examine all non-state, not-for-profit,

nonviolent, and nonpartisan organizations, including

NGOs, nonprofits, community-based organizations

(CBOs), and umbrella organizations, to develop a better

understanding of PCSOs and examine different dynamics

across various levels. The study adopted a mixed purposive

sampling with multiple criteria. In these criteria, participant

organizations were picked based on their sectors, levels,

and geographical area, so they were able to provide an even

view of CSOs.

In quantitative methodology, a structured questionnaire

was developed consisting of 51 questions that covered not

only each of the six different dynamics but also informa-

tion about respondents and their organizations. Moreover,

the survey questions were cross-validated by three different

professors considered experts in the field of NGOs in

Palestine, and the survey was offered in both Arabic and

English, with the language revised and translated by an

accredited translator. The questionnaire was designed to

use appropriate language and wording to ensure that

respondents could understand the questions and provide

their attitudes and perceptions (Sekaran & Bougie, 2016).

In total, there were 18 respondents.
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Data Analysis

This research utilized a thorough and rigorous process of

data analysis to construct new concepts through thematic

analysis. The analysis was carried out in four iterative

phases (Braun & Clarke, 2021), as illustrated in Fig. 1. The

first phase involved a process of familiarization through

documentary analysis of the political and social context, as

well as the inner workings of PCSOs. This phase focused

on understanding various social issues that emerged over

the years, the historical impact of the PA on PCSOs since

its arrival in 1995, and the evolving relationship between

different CSOs during the same period.

In the second phase, the semi-structured interviews and

structured questionnaires were analyzed, and emerging pat-

terns were coded and categorized into generated themes and

subthemes using ATLAS.ti, a coding-based software (Braun

& Clarke, 2021). To enhance the reliability of the results, all

interviews were transcribed into English and used alongside

interview notes and recordings (Merton et al., 1990).

In the third phase of the research process, the

researchers created a thematic network to map out the

themes and subthemes and explore their connections and

interactions (Braun & Clarke, 2021). In the fourth phase,

the aim was to achieve theoretical saturation by revising

the previous three phases until each developed theme could

offer something unique and tell a compelling story.

Based on the four phases of thematic analysis, the

researchers developed a framework to identify the main

barriers and sub-barriers and their interactions, using the

results of the thematic analysis. Three key barriers were

identified, including the ‘‘governance trap cycle,’’ ‘‘effec-

tiveness trap,’’ and ‘‘institutional trap.’’ Additionally, eight

distinct interaction mechanisms between the dynamics and

barriers were identified based on process thinking

(Abdallah et al., 2019).

Findings: Barriers to Effective CSO Dynamics

In our analysis of the dynamics within PCSOs, we identi-

fied three obstacles that PCSOs commonly face. We have

labeled these obstacles the ‘‘governance trap cycle,’’ ‘‘ef-

fectiveness trap,’’ and ‘‘institutional trap.’’ Each trap

comprises two distinct yet thematically similar dynamics.

In this section, we analyze each barrier and dynamic while

exploring the eight different mechanisms through which

each barrier influences the others, including ‘‘facilitating,’’

Fig. 1 Research design and

analysis processes
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‘‘maintaining,’’ ‘‘controlling,’’ ‘‘weakening,’’ ‘‘fragment-

ing,’’ ‘‘mingling,’’ ‘‘hindering,’’ and ‘‘discrediting.’’ Fig-

ure 2 presents a synthesis of our findings, which both

support and expand upon previous research and were

generated through our thematic analysis.

Governance Trap Cycle

Internal Governance: Absence of Internal Accountability

For internal governance to function in any organization,

there should be internal accountability from the executive

director of the organization toward the GA and BoD. The

GA and BoD provide internal oversight over the organi-

zation’s work and hold it accountable. Without this

accountability, the executive director can make decisions

without consequences. Our questionnaire showed that 15

out of 18 organizations hold elections every year or every

three years, while 3 out of 18 had no answer. This indicates

that most organizations in our sample adhere to holding

regular elections. However, one participant identified a

problem with the way the GA is composed, stating that

‘‘civil society organizations’ general assembly always

consists of 7 members, which is the minimum

required, mostly consisting of their connections so

they can pass their decision with a majority’’ (Inter-

view, director of woman rights organization).

Our questionnaire also revealed that 8 out of 18 organi-

zations stated that their board members participate in other

boards, while 5 out of 18 had no answer, and the remaining

5 said their board members did not participate in other

boards. During interviews, many participants also stated

that they have served on several boards with their friends,

indicating a form of cronyism between different CSOs to

manage and control access to the BoD and GA, bending

them to their will. Elections and the members of both GA

and BoD become a formality, and their roles are limited to

routine tasks. One participant confirmed this, stating that

‘‘The general assembly is just a formality’’ (Inter-

view, director of an education NGO).

Several interviewees recounted that some GA members do

not even know that they can conduct a financial audit and

Fig. 2 Interaction framework of CSO dynamics
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lack knowledge of their roles and responsibilities. Internal

governance requires active oversight and participation

from the board, not just formal elections but also fair

participation and equal access to the GA. Due to inactive

governance bodies internally, there is a lack of account-

ability that results in the executive director as the sole

decision maker.

External Governance: Shrinking Space

In recent years, PCSOs have used the term shrinking space

to describe the main issue facing CSOs, which has not been

previously discussed in the literature. According to inter-

viewed PCSOs, shrinking space is performed by multiple

actors and takes multiple forms. The first form is the Israeli

occupation, which has a clear strategy of delegitimization

and defunding and has been a major hurdle for PCSOs for

decades. However, there have been increased attempts

lately to silence PCSOs and shrink their working space, as

one interviewee explained:

‘‘There is a strategy of delegitimization and defund-

ing because it is a threat to occupation...They try to

delegitimize Palestinian organizations through ter-

rorist labeling and political affiliation. They also

target funding sources. Slandering is their main

objective’’ (Interview, director of human rights NGO

Gaza).

This interviewee referred to an escalation by the Israeli

defense ministry in October of 2021, where the Israeli

government listed six human rights organizations in

Palestine as terrorist organizations for prosecuting Israeli

figureheads for war crimes in Gaza and the West Bank

(OHCHR, 2022). One of the directors of these organiza-

tions stated that

‘‘It affects us and any other institutions that face the

same problem. What we are facing is the eradication

of our organization as we are trying to protect our

existence and our role. This is draining to us’’

(Interview, director of human rights organization).

The negative relationship between PCSOs and the PA

creates a second form of shrinking space for CSOs. As one

respondent described,

‘‘There was a legal initiative to militarize CSOs.

Under the pretext of security, they wanted to allow

different security forces to intervene in the internal

governance of CSOs. If there is a BoD election, they

want to know the elected BoD members’’ (Interview,

director of women rights CBO).

Fortunately, this attempt to exert power over CSOs failed

after pressure from NGO networks prevented the

legislation from passing. However, the competition for

power and resources is not limited to CSOs, as the PA also

relies on donor aid to fund its activities, which creates

hostility between CSOs and the government that is acting

like an aid-driven CSO (Morrar & Sultan, 2020).

The third form of shrinking space is limited financial

controls on CSOs performed by donors and PA alike, under

the pretext of new money-laundering prevention laws in

Europe. CSOs are now required to submit annual and

activity reports of beneficiaries to banks before receiving

funds. One respondent explained that

‘‘most bank transfers take a month instead of one day.

Each project requires a lot of vetting and even the

smallest bank transfers. This is deterring donors from

investing in this area’’ (Interview, director of devel-

opment and social services NGO).

There are also attempts by the PA to pressure donors to

direct aid through the government and disburse it to CSOs,

thereby dictating their working space. Shrinking space is a

significant challenge facing PCSOs, and it is caused by

multiple actors and takes multiple forms. It is crucial to

raise awareness of this issue and work toward solutions that

ensure space for PCSOs.

The Governance Trap Cycle: Unaccountability

and Disconnection

The ‘‘governance trap cycle’’ is a cycle of unaccountability

and disconnection. This cycle shows the different relations

between internal and external governance, which are based

on the issues previously identified. The ‘facilitating’

interaction mechanism is caused by upward accountability

toward the donor, aid dependency, financial instability, and

lack of governmental oversight. Thus, a lack of oversight

and accountability facilitates pursuits of personal gain by

individuals who are responsible for the absence of internal

accountability. In turn, the ‘‘maintaining’’ relationship

refers to the lack of accountability and the pursuit of per-

sonal gains, which maintain the donor agenda, the lack of

coordination, and the disconnection with the social base.

As stated by one interviewee,

‘‘A lack of governance inside promotes a lack of

governance outside’’ (Interview, strategic advisor for

a security sector governance NGO).

To break free from this vicious cycle, governmental

oversight is necessary to eliminate personal gain. Raising

awareness of the importance of internal oversight and

encouraging public participation in GA and BoD elections

can help to restore internal accountability. By implement-

ing these measures, PCSOs can reestablish relationships

with the social base, eliminate the cycle of

Voluntas (2024) 35:61–72 67

123



unaccountability and disconnection, and better address

their needs. Thus, this barrier is the originating obstacle to

PCSOs leading to other traps.

From the Governance Trap Cycle

to the Effectiveness Trap: Controlling

Service Provision

The ‘‘governance trap cycle’’ highlighted the importance of

internal accountability and governmental oversight in

addressing the issues of personal gain, lack of coordination

between CSOs, and disconnection with the social base.

However, there is also an overemphasis on service delivery

by PCSOs, which leads to unsustainability and duplication

of work. One major cause of this is the absence of planning

and vision from all actors, including the PA, donors, and

CSOs. As one interviewee pointed out,

‘‘There is an absence of vision and deviation from

development goals that some institutions set, making

you feel there is some state of deception. This lack of

planning creates an illusion of sustainability and

development, which can lead to dependent and

unsustainable markets in agriculture that require

exports and dependency on foreign markets’’ (Inter-

view, cofounder of agriculture CBO).

Additionally, external and internal governance’s lack of

accountability affects services by making them more

donor-driven than demand-driven, leading to unsustain-

ability and dependency. This creates competition between

CSOs over aid, which has led to a lot of duplication in

work and a lack of innovation in service provision. This

lack of oversight and mechanisms to measure effectiveness

discredits PCSOs in the eyes of the public.

To address this, there is a need for all actors to prioritize

planning and vision, encourage coordination between

CSOs when providing services, and implement mecha-

nisms for measuring effectiveness ensuring complementary

services. This will require a shift away from a focus on

service delivery to a focus on demand-driven approaches

that prioritize the needs of the community over donor

agendas and external pressures.

From Service Delivery to Policy Dialogue: Weakening

The overemphasis on service delivery takes away attention

and resources from policy dialogue. To create tangible

solutions there should be a stronger focus on policy dia-

logue by CSOs that will also encourage local ownership

and the effectiveness of services. One research participant

recited the importance of policy dialogue in solving

societal issues rather than providing services through an

example.

‘‘In complaints, there was this phenomenon that there

are violations facing citizens concerning their public

freedoms. we don’t solve this issue by monitoring

these violations. As I said at the beginning, we solve

the policy that leads to this violation. So, we have to

map out which bodies are our stakeholders and then

we map out the stakeholders that serve these activi-

ties to produce this change’’ (Interview, acting head

for a security sector governance NGO).

Another respondent mentioned the lack of policy dialogue

engagement by CSO networks.

‘‘Look, there are many networks in Palestine, but

most of these networks don’t engage in the subject of

policy engagement nor the idea of effecting policy

change’’ (Interview, director of umbrella

organization).

The reason behind this is because of the recent shrinking

space faced mentioned in external governance, there is no

space allowed by the Palestinian government that has a

rivalry with CSOs. In addition, no structure allows for

effective policy dialogue. Most participating CSOs in the

questionnaire, when asked about the level of policy

engagement between them and governmental institutions

10 out of 18, described it as weak to slightly weak, while

the other five organizations described it as moderate.

From the Effectiveness Trap to the Governance

Trap Cycle: Discrediting

The focus on service delivery has detracted attention and

resources from policy dialogue, but it is crucial for creating

tangible change and encouraging local ownership of ser-

vices. As one research participant emphasized,

‘‘we don’t solve violations of public freedoms by

monitoring these violations...we solve the policy that

leads to this violation. This requires mapping out

stakeholders and engaging in policy dialogue to

effect change’’ (Interview, acting head for a security

sector governance NGO).

However, as another respondent noted, many CSO net-

works in Palestine do not engage in policy dialogue or aim

to effect policy change (Interview, umbrella organization

director). This may be due to the shrinking space for CSOs

and the lack of structure for effective policy dialogue, as

described in external governance. When asked about the

level of policy engagement between them and governmen-

tal institutions, most participating CSOs in the
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questionnaire described it as weak or slightly weak (10 out

of 18), while another five organizations described it as

moderate.

From the Governance Trap Cycle to Institutional

Trap: Fragmenting

Knowledge Management

In many CSOs, there is a growing animosity between older,

incumbent managers and the younger generation, which is

harming the future of PCSOs. The issue was explained by

one respondent as a problem in the youth–adult partner-

ship, where older managers are unwilling to relinquish their

positions and transfer their knowledge and experience to

the next generation.

‘‘This means the future of CSOs is at stake,’’ the

respondent said, ‘‘where will the youth learn from...If

you don’t have the experience to share and circulate,

then it’s a problem. Youth today are just recipients

and not policymakers. You need to empower them

and help them become partners to be policymakers’’

(Interview, director of umbrella organization).

The transfer of knowledge between generations is crucial

for the future of PCSOs, particularly considering the

importance of technology in their capacities. The main

reason for the rejection of such knowledge transfer is that

the older generation has personal gains by staying in

control. Thus, we have identified a ’’fragmenting‘‘ rela-

tionship between the governance trap cycle and the

institutional trap. The lack of internal governance, com-

bined with weak external governance, has led to fragmen-

tation between current and older generations. Moreover,

our findings confirm that CSOs implement monitoring,

evaluation, and learning systems (MEL systems) for

reporting. Some also use personalization strategies like

progress meetings and group feedback assessments. How-

ever, research-oriented CSOs encounter difficulties with

data infrastructure and ethics, resulting in a data monopoly

culture (Alkhaldi et al., 2021).

From Knowledge Management to Social Innovation:

Hindering

The animosity and fragmentation between generations

within CSOs have led to cronyism and nepotism, which

hinder social innovation and prevent young people from

utilizing their technological capacities, thereby ’’hinder-

ing‘‘ the potential for addressing various societal issues.

Unfortunately, the lack of government policies and strate-

gies to support social innovation, coupled with legal bar-

riers, exacerbates the problem. A cultural limit to social

innovation also exists in Palestine, with many believing

that social innovation is not institutionalized and not part of

the culture of CSOs. As one respondent notes, the legal

barrier to profiting from CSOs poses a significant

challenge:

‘‘You cannot profit in a CSO; you have to be totally

nonprofit, and not receive any money on an activity

they give out. This is a very big challenge to these

organizations’’ (Interview, head of research NPO).

Meanwhile, the ’’social innovation paradox‘‘ is a common

problem with current initiatives. As another interviewee

explains,

‘‘The nature of organizations CSOs that went to

social innovation are still donor-driven. They still use

donor money to finance their activities. They tried to

make social innovation a solution, but instead, there

was a paradox. They want to use social innovation to

stop relying on donors while still getting supported by

the donor. The reason maybe was that social inno-

vation was not enough to create financial revenue to

substitute donor aid. Some organizations have had

limited success, and some were unsuccessful’’

(Interview, head of research NPO).

Although many CSOs aim to be financially sustainable

through social innovation, they paradoxically remain

dependent on donors. This counter-intuitive and unrealistic

situation further emphasizes the need for greater support

and policies to enable social innovation to thrive. Many

individuals believe that social innovation exists in some

forms, but it is not widely recognized due to cultural

limitations within Palestine. The current culture does not

foster a spirit of risk-taking or innovation and lacks a

culture of volunteerism, which hinders the progress of

social innovation. Additionally, social innovation is not an

established concept within the culture of CSOs and has yet

to become institutionalized. Our analysis supports the

findings of previous literature on social innovation (Morrar

& Baba, 2022).

From Institutional Trap Cycle to Effectiveness

Trap: Mingling

The interplay between the institutional environment and

the effectiveness of CSOs can be characterized by an

interaction mechanism of ’’mingling‘‘ that reinforces the

status quo of fragmentation and limited effectiveness in

service delivery and policy engagement. Barriers to inno-

vation and knowledge transfer exacerbate the effects of the

institutional barrier, leading to continued dependence on

aid and little progress in service delivery. This lack of

knowledge transfer across generations also poses a risk for
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future policymakers and limits the potential for policy

engagement by CSOs. To break out of this cycle, it is

essential to address the institutional environment that hin-

ders innovation and knowledge transfer. This requires a

concerted effort to promote a culture of learning and col-

laboration within and across generations, as well as policy

reforms that support social innovation and encourage

greater engagement by CSOs in policy dialogue. Without

such changes, the prospects for CSOs in Palestine remain

uncertain, and their ability to effectively address societal

challenges will continue to be limited.

Discussion

Institutional Lens on the Interaction Framework

CSOs operating in conflict settings face unique challenges

that limit their effectiveness and credibility. Institutional

theory provides a useful framework for understanding these

barriers, particularly through the lens of inhabited institu-

tions. One major challenge facing CSOs in conflict settings

is the coercive pressure exerted by governments and other

actors, such as the Israeli government’s listing of human

rights organizations as terrorist organizations or the

Palestinian Authority’s attempt to militarize CSOs. Rigid

institutions also play a role in limiting CSOs’ working

space and independence, such as aid dependency and the

norm of political affiliation and loyalty. These institutional

pressures create a shrinking space for civil society that

threatens the very existence of CSOs.

The framework identifies three main barriers that limit

the effectiveness of CSOs in conflict settings. The ’’gov-

ernance trap cycle‘‘ stems from the lack of accountability

of CSOs toward their internal stakeholders and social base.

This cycle of unaccountability exposes CSOs to corruption,

cronyism, and the enforcement of donor and personal

agendas. In conflict settings where formal governance

structures are weak, CSOs may struggle to navigate

informal norms and values to remain accountable to their

stakeholders.

The institutional lens reveals that the limited engage-

ment of CSOs in policy dialogue is a result of institutional

pressures, such as donor-driven development, which pri-

oritizes short-term, measurable results over long-term,

sustainable change. This creates an effectiveness trap for

CSOs in conflict settings, leading to unsustainable services,

duplication of services, and a lack of coordination among

CSOs. Donor dependency and the norm of short-term

thinking in development also contribute to this trap, lim-

iting the autonomy and flexibility of CSOs and their ability

to address the root causes of societal issues through policy

dialogue.

The ’’institutional trap‘‘ underscores how the inflexibil-

ity of formal institutions and individuals within CSOs

obstructs the organization’s ability to adapt and thrive in

response to challenges. This barrier arises from legal bar-

riers, as observed in our case where legal barriers impede

social innovation effectiveness and a lack of opportunities

for policy dialogue. This barrier is also reinforced by the

informal practices of individuals, such as the animosity

between older adults and young people due to cronyism.

The eight interaction mechanisms helped identify the

main barriers and their influence on each other, including

two new threats the shrinking space and animosity between

generations. By using these mechanisms to identify root

causes, practitioners and policymakers can develop inter-

ventions to address them.

Implications for Practice and Policymaking

As conflict persists in many parts of the world, CSOs

operating in conflict settings face numerous challenges that

hinder their ability to work effectively. There is a need for

a model and methodology that address each of the barriers

not individually but collectively, involving the participa-

tion of the public and locally led initiatives with guidance

from CSOs. The current donor-driven, aid-dependent

model is a significant barrier to the growth and sustain-

ability of CSOs, and a bottom-up approach is needed to

enhance accountability. Financial sustainability can be

achieved through effective social innovation where there

are no legal barriers and space for policy dialogue.

Stakeholders must engage in creating policies that enable

policy dialogue to overcome inflexible formal institutions

and improve public oversight. CSOs need to be aware of

social innovation and expand networks for coordination

and establishment of databases for better service delivery

and changed power dynamics. These networks should

balance power dynamics and pressure policymakers to

open space for dialogue. An example of a CSO with a

bottom-up approach is the RAWA Fund. This fund sup-

ports local social initiatives addressing unique problems

faced by communities, providing funding, mentorship, and

networking opportunities. RAWA has been able to support

sustainable, locally led initiatives that address the needs of

their communities by putting social innovation at its core.
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