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Through my work as a consultant I am often in 
contact with friends, colleagues and many people 
who keep telling me life in civil society 
organizations (CSOs) has become more difficult. 

Let me tell you something, for the sake of truth, 
that working in CSOs and, particularly in NGOs, 
has never been easy. It has always involved 
facing valuable challenges and opportunities for 
growth and learning, but it also meant meeting 
people who make a daily difference feeling 
fulfilled because of working for causes 
questioning society to progress and improve 
itself. But beyond all this, it has also meant 
slightly precarious working conditions, low 
salaries and a high level of uncertainty.  

Unfortunately, all of this has changed for the worst in Brazil. 

First, in the past few years, financial conditions have deteriorated a lot for small 
and medium size organizations. Those international organizations which have 
not left Brazil and/or have not reduced their investments in the country, they 
are now giving priority to larger organizations, and concentrating their 
contribution into the hands of a smaller number of partners. Public resources 
have also been reduced since 2015. The new legislation  (regulatory framework 
regarding public funds for CSOs - MROSC) has not yet shown its benefits. 
Increasingly, institutes and corporate foundations reduce donatation to other 
organizations, as they prefer to develop their own programs. The challenge of 
mobilizing resources of individuals has just been put into practice by 
organizations capable of doing so, but it is a small portion of CSOs.  

Second, because of less resources invested, the size of working teams was 
drastically reduced, and such change has caused an increase in workload, 
responsibility and stress to those who had remained, creating a more difficult 
environment for achieving pursued targets, and therefore generating a lot of 
frustration amongst people. Most times, it is noticeable how much the quality of 
the work has deteriorated.The organizations whose budget still contains a 
relatively high percentage of public funding usually accept commitments with 
high targets and results requiring an intense operation process, leaving less 
time and space for educational, political and thinking dimensions, essential in 
social work. The notion of ‘time’ in social work is also changing. Whether in the 
1980s and 1990s, people managing projects had more control over time, 
allowing a more balanced relationship between thinking x doing. But what 
about thinking in CSOs today? 
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After a while people ask themselves what is the purpose of what they are 
doing... Under these circumstances, of doing for the sake of doing, doing to 
pursue targets, doing with no control over it. Does the work keep its original 
meaning as desired by the group? Or has it just turned into a task to be done to 
accomplish the desired outcome of whom finances it? Unfortunatelly, this is the 
case of many organizations. 

Third, because working in social organizations has stopped being something 
good, and linked to doing good. Not anymore...Today, the public image of CSOs 
and NGOs is rather questionable. One believes working in NGOs is associated 
with a way of earning money and to strategies of access to money diversion 
and corruption. It has become more difficult to explain what NGOs do and what 
you do working for them. So what are you gaining with it? This is the mood, 
right now... 

Finally, the fourth reason for making the working situation in CSOs critical is the 
change in the country’s political situation and the criticism of the current 
institutional framework. We live in a context where Lulism has been overthrown 
as a development project, with all its strengths and limitations. The Workers’ 
Party political project decisively contributed to obtaining new rights, 
advancements in public policies and, as a result, unprecedented social inclusion. 
At the same time, they left aside  fundamental demands, especially those 
related to the environment, and the indigenous and black communities of 
runaway slaves’ causes. They made no efforts to really face the challenge of 
the poor quality of public services. Not to mention the embedding strategies of 
political and financial support imported from traditional political parties and 
sustained by networks of corruption. If we add to the above context the 
increasing conservative wave of society, which, in one shot, reveals and 
amplifies the ‘dark shadows’ of Brazilian society. This could be seen as the end 
of an era in the history of a nation. The cycle of social inclusion via 
consumerism has reached its end. Last but not least, Brazilian institutions have 
been shaken off by polarized debates and ‘partyfication’ showing signs of 
weakness much stronger than we could imagine. Along these lines, June 2013 
massive protests’ days issued an alert and a valuable complaint: the institutions 
formed after 1988 Constitution are not up to the present dynamics and needs 
of Brazilian society. Furthermore, CSOs and NGOs are part of the same 
institutional framework post 1988. Symbolically, they became part of what 
could be called ‘traditional’ or ‘old’, ‘conventional’ or ‘establishment’.... 

This environment affects the motivation, atmosphere and wellbeing of the 
people working in social organizations.  

Such a situation has caused feelings of suffering, anxiety, anguish, frustration 
and lack of perspective.  

It looks like things will not get any better, or at least, not soon. So it is worth 
asking. What initiatives and mechanisms are the oganizations developing to 
deal with this situation? And what kind of individual or collective support can 
people get? 

Do you experience any similar situation in your organization? 
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