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The spread of COVID-19 is unprecedented and has affected all sectors in Uganda 
including Civil Society Organizations (CSOs). Like other countries, Uganda was hit 
by COVID-19 and lockdown measures ensued to prevent the spread of the disease. 
After several weeks, the lockdown was lifted; the government of Uganda urged 
everyone to observe preventive practices including social distancing and wearing 
of masks. However, CSOs activities were disrupted with many falling behind in 
their service delivery, donor commitments, human resource obligations, and their 
operational systems were encumbered.

Communication for Development Foundation Uganda (CDFU) with support from 
Ford Foundation consulted key stakeholders and hosted a discussion on the 
effects of COVID-19 on Civil Society Organizations and strategic survival 
approaches. CSOs include a range of non-government, non-profit, voluntary 
organizations that seek to achieve specified goals to benefit a cross-section of the 
population.

The sections that follow represent key issues that CSOs encountered as a result of 
COVID-19, and ten strategies to act as a survival guide for CSOs during and beyond 
COVID-19.
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Funding Fragility and Co-dependency: There is an imbalance in resource and 
project negotiations, as well as an unhealthy dependence on donor funding by 
CSOs. The dependence is also passed on to the communities CSOs serve. In other 
instances, planned activities have been cancelled, while operational costs have 
increased for other projects. Along with this, there has been a loss of jobs for many 
CSO workers. Without donor funding, it appears that some CSOs would have to 
close shop.

Wellness and Mental Health: Until recently, and in part because of COVID-19, 
many CSOs did not take the wellness and mental health of workers seriously. It has 
now become impossible to ignore; people cannot function when they are 
struggling with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder or Depression. If the workforce is 
not well, they cannot serve the communities/intended audiences of the projects. 
Presently, there are not any structures to mitigate wellness and mental health 
challenges.

Inequality in the CSO community: Some organisations struggle to get funding 
or have too little funding, while others do not have the skilled manpower to put 
together competitive proposals to secure funding. There is lack of solidarity in the 
CSO community with smaller or newer entities unable to reach out to larger ones 
for much needed support.
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Technology Gap: One of the key challenges that the pandemic has exposed is the 
lack of technological skills and expertise among CSOs. Furthermore, there is 
shortage of equipment to sufficiently meet the demand for services requiring to be 
delivered by virtual means. 

Complicated Donor Relations: There is a chasm between projects already crafted 
by donors versus what works/ what communities need.  The donor agenda often 
can sometimes be in conflict with the reality on the ground, yet implementors are 
in a better position to determine what works in service delivery. 
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To combat the challenges that have been exposed and exacerbated by 
COVID-19, below are ten strategies for CSOs to use to survive during the 
pandemic and beyond.

1.  Build Mutually Beneficial Partnerships: CSOs can break the cycle 
of co-dependency by building mutually beneficial partnerships with 
donors through deliberate claiming of power at the local level to make 
decisions, and not just depending on the donors to make the decisions 
for them.
 
2.    CSO – Private Sector Partnerships: Engaging the private sector 
within the country is one way to create sustainable sources of funding 
for CSOs. There are businesses whose values may align with CSO work 
and would be willing to support CSO initiatives. Furthermore, CSOs 
should engage and seek to establish partnerships with the media 
which would serve to bring about much needed visibility of the work of 
CSOs, thus drawing the attention of interested private and public sector 
entities. 

Survival 
Strategies for CSOs10
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3.   Human Resources & Technological Adaptations: COVID-19 forced more 
organisations to conduct business online. As such, staff need to be trained in using 
technological equipment and software to ease their service delivery. It is imperative 
that workers are trained in using video call services and presentation via Zoom, 
Skype, Google Meet and others. Furthermore, CSOs should empower its people to 
understand basic digital knowledge to remain relevant.

4.   Wellness and Mental Health: The wellbeing of staff including their mental 
health should be at the heart of human resource. A sick staff cannot deliver a service 
effectively. If the mental health of workers is not attended to, it will show in the 
output. Therefore, prioritise the wellbeing and mental health of all members of 
CSOs. For example, provide time for exercise and health talks medical insurance, 
time for exercise and health talks.

5.   Nurture a Culture of Resilience: Before COVID-19, there were pandemics that 
affected the world. This pandemic will not be the last crisis that we encounter and 
therefore, CSOs must cultivate resilience amongst themselves. Resilience is made 
up of preparation, having a clear vision, building strong relationships/partnerships 
in the sector, building strong teams, and a commitment to stay the course. Crises 
happen; always be prepared. 
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6.   Risk Analysis: CSOs need to conduct risk analyses to better prepare for 
crises. In the event of a crisis, risk analysis allows CSOs to examine how project 
outcomes and objectives might change due to the impact of the risk event 
for example COVD-19 or some other event. This will ultimately help CSOs to 
preserve the physical and human assets of the organization for the successful 
continuation of its operations. 

7.   Leverage Diversity in the Sector: CSOs have an opportunity to tap into 
the rich diversity of the sector. There is a wealth of expertise and CSOs can 
benefit from exchanging/sharing knowledge and skills from for example 
lawyers, researchers, writers, journalists, political scientists, doctors etc. No one 
organization or person has the solution to everything; CSOs can benefit from 
leveraging the diverse skills of members.

8.   Community Training and Buy-In: While CSOs deliver services to 
populations and some even in very remote areas, it is imperative that they get 
the community buy-in. When community members are trained and 
convinced of the importance of the work at hand, they are better able to carry 
it on even when CSOs are forced to close. The work of CSOs must be able to 
continue beyond their existence. This means sustainability should be viewed 
in terms of the work of CSOs  rather than the existence of the individual 
organizations.
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9.     Government as an Ally: CSOs should bridge the gap between themselves and government to 
access funding for their work. The government often has funding set aside to support the activities such 
as the those carried out by CSOs; therefore, CSOs should mobilise and engage government to tap into 
these funds.
 
10.   Rethink, Rebrand – Business Mindset: CSOs need to understand their business: This information 
will help CSOs to then brand themselves appropriately and borrow winning strategies from businesses 
and organisations in other fields to create a thriving CSO sector.

Key Ideas
+       Analyse your risk and make a mitigation plan.

+       Describe your business model.

+       Embrace technology. 

+        Partner with government and people you serve.

+        Cultivate sustainability of the work you do.

+        Establish meaningful partnerships at all levels.
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COVID-19 remains a challenge in Uganda, and the world. As a sector, 
the challenges are many, but they are not unique to the sector. CSOs 
always need to be prepared for any eventualities and seek to create 
sustainable solutions to the problems the sector encounters. In this 
way, the work lives on long even after the CSOs have closed. It is also 
important that the sector acts as one unit and harness the power of 
speaking with one voice. There is power in a united force especially 
in successfully securing more funding from donors and from 
partnerships within the country.

Conclusion
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