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1.0 Introduction

ThisThis report presents a synthesis of the 
findings on the impact of the Coronavirus 
Disease (COVID-19) pandemic on civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in West Africa, with 
particular focus on Cameroon, The Gambia, 
Ghana, Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone  . In 
particular, the report documents how the 
COCOVID-19 pandemic has affected CSOs’ 
operations, funding prospects and 
relationships with donors and stakeholders. 
Given that CSOs are agile actors with an 
agency, this report further analyses CSOs’ 
strategic responses for mitigating the effects 
of the pandemic in ensuring their short-term 
susurvival and long-term sustainability. The 
findings, therefore, present data-based 
evidence to inform stakeholders’ 
engagement with West African CSOs. The 
implications of the findings for policy and 
practice are further discussed.

The findings in this study are informed by a 
sequential explanatory mixed-method design 
which involves first collecting and analysing 
the quantitative data followed by qualitative 
data. As part of the quantitative phase of this 
study, a survey questionnaire was 
administered to 313 CSOs across the six 
countcountries (i.e., Cameroon - 36 CSOs; The 
Gambia - 16 CSOs; Ghana - 86 CSOs; Liberia - 27 
CSOs; Nigeria - 80 CSOs; and Sierra Leone - 68 
CSOs) between June and July 2020. Following 
the quantitative data administration and 
analysis, 6 focus group discussions were 
conducted with 48 CSOs who first 
pparticipated in the quantitative phase 
between July and September 2020. 
Additional, key informant interviews were 
conducted as part of the data collection in 
each country. The final analysis in this report 
integrated the quantitative and qualitative 
data, which provided nuanced perspectives 
onon the impact of COVID-19 on CSOs’ in West 
Africa. 

Following this introduction, the next section 
presents a summary of the key findings that 
emerged from this research. It starts by 
providing an overview of the surveyed CSOs in 
the six countries. The second section is 
followed by the findings on the impact of 
COVID-19 on CSOs’ operations and 
prprogrammes. Next, the findings on the impact 
of COVID-19 on funding, domestic resource 
mobilisation and overall sustainability are 
presented. The focus then turns to examine 
how the pandemic has impacted CSO-donor 
and stakeholder relationships. It also discusses 
the strategies employed by CSOs in ensuring 
ttheir short-term survival and long-term 
sustainability. The final section concludes, 
following from which key implications and 
recommendations are identified. 
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2. Key Findings
 
2. 1. Types of organisations
TThe majority of surveyed CSOs (70.9%) 
self-identified as non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) across the six countries. 
For instance, in Ghana, 87.2% of the CSOs 
reported being NGOs. The same can be said 
of Nigeria, where 70.9% of the surveyed CSOs 
were NGOs. The second dominant type of 
CSOsCSOs was community-based organisations 
(CBOs), representing 21.4% of the surveyed. 
However, in The Gambia, the dominant 
organisational form was CBOs which 
accounted for about 50.0% of the surveyed 
CSOs. Other types of CSOs that participated 
in the survey across the six countries included 
socialsocial enterprises (1.3%), umbrella 
organisations (1.3%) and social movements 
(1.0%)..

Non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) 
across the six countries. 70.9%
The second dominant 
type of CSOs was 
community-based 
organisations (CBOs).

21.4%
Social 
Enterprises1.3%
Umbrella
organisations1.3%
Social 
movements1%

Photo from Nengi Nelson (Unsplash)
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2.2. Years of Existence and Field of Activity

MostMost of the surveyed CSOs (33.5%) were 
young and had been in existence between 
6-10 years, while a small proportion (8.3%) 
had been operating for more than 20 years. 
This finding is a clear indication of the 
growth or boom in the number of African 
CSOs witnessed over the last two decades, as 
reporeported in the literature (see, for example, 
Brass, 2012).   The rise of African CSOs has also 
been attributed to the availability of external 
donor funding, which has been a ‘lifeblood’ 
for their short-term survival and long-term 
sustainability (Kumi, 2017; Kamstra and 
Schulpen, 2015).

In terms of field of activity, the survey results 
indicate that the majority of the CSOs (19.2%) 
operated in health, water and sanitation, 
followed by human rights (17.3%) and 
education (15.7%). Interestingly, across the six 
countries, only a few CSOs operated in the 
agriculture and food security (5.8%) and 
disabilidisability rights (0.6%) sectors. More 
importantly, the survey results showed that 
many CSOs were generalist in their 
operations where they worked in multiple 
sectors with their activities reflecting specific 
community needs.

A chi-square (X2) test of significance revealed 
a statistically significant difference between 
country of origin and sectors of operation 
(X2= 81.06, p= 0.001). The cross-tabulation 
analysis results indicate that the majority of 
CSOs in Sierra Leone and Cameroon 
operated in human rights while the focus of 
GhanaianGhanaian and Nigerian CSOs was on 
education. The thematic areas of operations 
of CSOs reflect the country’s socio-political 
contexts or environment within which CSOs 
are located. For instance, in recent years, 
there have been reported cases of human 
rights abuses in Cameroon following the 
AAnglophone crisis in Cameroon (Nganji and 
Cockburn, 2020). CSOs in Nigeria are also 
known to be active players in the education 
sector in recent years (see, for example, 
Keogh et al., 2020; Bello, 2020). 

The surveyed CSOs (33.5%) 
were young and had been 
in existence between 6-10 
years.

33.5%

The surveyed CSOs that 
have been operating for 
more than 20 years.

8.3%

Health, Water and 
Sanitation

19.2%

Human Rights
17.3%
Agriculture & Food Security
5.8%
Disability Rights
0.6%
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v2.3. Staff Size

TThe majority of the surveyed CSOs (43.1%) 
were small-sized organisations employing 
between 1-5 full-time paid staff. Only a few 
CSOs (2.6%) operated on a staff strength of 
between 61-100 employees. The results 
further indicate variations between countries 
with regards to the number of staff 
emplemployed. For instance, in Ghana, Nigeria 
and Sierra Leone, many CSOs reported 
having a staff strength of 1-5 employees. The 
number of CSOs with a staff strength of 
61-100 employees was mainly from Nigeria, 
which is a clear indication that CSOs in 
Nigeria were relatively medium-to-large 
sisized organisations as measured by the 
number of full-time paid staff compared to 
the other countries. The implication of the 
finding on the relatively small number of 
paid staff is that many CSOs are unable to 
hire and retain competent staff due in part to 
the project-based funding and its associated 
abseabsence of core funding for supporting 
institutional development. Indeed, the 
existing literature has highlighted how the 
absence of core funding affects the human 
resource capacity of CSOs through a drastic 
reduction in paid staff, inability to retain staff 
and the increasing reliance on volunteer 
labourlabour (Pousadela and Cruz, 2016; Olawoore, 
2017). 

Small-sized 
organisations 
employing 
between 1-5 
full-time paid 
staff.

Few CSOs  
operated on a 
staff strength 
of between 
61-100 
employees.

STAFF SIZE OF CSOs
4
3.
1%

2.
6%
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2.4. CSOs’ Current Year Budget and 
Sources of Income

AnalAnalysis of the survey data indicates that 
32.9% of the surveyed CSOs operated on less 
than US$5,000 in 2020. A significant number 
of CSOs (16.6%) reported having a budget of 
between US$20,001 and US$ 50,000. 
However, only a small section of CSOs (5.4%) 
had a budget of more than US$ 500,000. 
ThThere was a statistically significant difference 
between the annual budget of CSOs and 
their country of origin (X2= 60.47, p= 0.005). 
The survey results indicate Ghana and Sierra 
Leone had a significant number of CSOs (7 
for each country out of 17 CSOs) who 
reported to have operated on a budget of 
ababove US$500,000. On the other hand, of the 
total 103 CSOs that reported to have operated 
on a budget of less than US$5000, 28 (27.1%) 
and 25 (24.2%) were from Nigeria and Sierra 
Leone, respectively. Overall, the survey 
results are a clear indication that the majority 
of the sampled CSOs were small-sized 
oorganisations in terms of their financial 
resources.

With regards to the sources of income, 67.1% 
of the surveyed CSOs reported receiving 
grants from external donors. This finding 
demonstrates how CSOs in the six countries 
are highly dependent on external donor 
funding for their survival. In fact, the existing 
literature has reported a high donor 
depedependency among CSOs in West Africa 
(Olawoore, 2017; Kumi, 2017; Arhin et al., 2018; 
Krawczyk, 2018).  Out of the surveyed 313 
CSOs, 139 (44.4%) reported receiving funding 
from international NGOs (INGOs), 70 (22.4%) 
from bilateral and multilateral donor 
agencies (UN Agencies, DFID, DANIDA etc.). 
OnlyOnly a small proportion of CSOs (17.3%) 
indicated  that they mobilised funding 
through earned income or 
income-generating activities. Given their 
high donor dependency, it was not surprising 
that the majority of CSOs  203 (64.9%) 
reported not mobilising domestic resources 
inin complementing external donor funding 
during the pandemic. 

Operated on less than US$5,000

32.9%

Operated on a budget of between 
US$20,001 and US$ 50,000

16.6%

Operated on a budget of more than US$ 
500,000.

5.4%

Operational
Budget CSOs

It is also worthy of note that there was no 
statistically significant association between 
country of origin and CSOs’ ability to mobilise 
domestic resources (X2= 8.39, p= 0.590). The 
results show that in Ghana and Nigeria, only 26 
(30.2% of the surveyed CSOs in Ghana) and 33 
(41.2% of the surveyed CSOs in Nigeria) CSOs 
resperespectively reported having mobilised 
domestic resources during the pandemic. 
However, it is worth mentioning that the 
different   sample sizes for the individual 
countries might have contributed to the 
relatively higher number of CSOs from Ghana 
and Nigeria that reported being able to 
mmobilise domestic resources.
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3.0 Impact of COVID-19 on the 
Operations and Programmes of 
CSOs

3. 1 Short-term effects of the pandemic (1-3 
months) 
AAcross the six countries, an overwhelming 
majority of CSOs stated that the COVID-19 
negatively affected their operations. 
According to CSO representatives, the 
COVID-19 pandemic had widespread and 
swift impacts on their operations, making 
them vulnerable to uncertainty. In particular, 
ththe survey results  indicate that the 
pandemic’s negative effects on CSOs’ 
operations occurred through different 
pathways, such as the closure of offices and 
its associated adoption of remote working 
methods. For instance, when asked whether 
they had to close their office, about 244 
((78.0%) recounted closing their office space 
due to the imposition of COVID-19 inspired 
legislations such as lockdowns and the 
declaration of the state of emergencies. 
However, the challenge for many CSOs was 
that before the COVID-19 pandemic, a 
significant number (221) of them (67.4%) did 
nnot have any policies for remote working. For 
this reason, many were forced or compelled 
by the COVID-19 pandemic to implement 
remote working policies. For instance, the 
Gambia results showed that 69.0% of the 
surveyed CSOs who did not initially have any 
remote working policies were compelled to 
intintroduce some measures where staff could 
work from home as part of efforts to curb the 
spread of the pandemic  . Similarly, in 
Cameroon, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
only 30.5% of CSOs reported that they had 
remote working policies but were forced to 
work remotely when the government 
impleimplemented COVID-19 inspired legislation. 
This challenge in turn, put a lot of pressure on 
staff who were forced to work-from-home 
and had to joggle between their family 
responsibilities and working-from-home 
arrangements such as conducting virtual 
meetings.  

When asked about their preparedness to work 
remotely, the survey results showed  that 
greater concern for the majority (195) of CSOs 
(62.3%) was that they were not prepared to 
work remotely mainly because they did not 
have the resources and capacities (computer, 
internet connectivity and lack of proper 
trtraining for staff on remote working). In 
addition, 130 (41.5%) indicated that the lack of 
clearly defined remote working policies 
affected their ability to transition to virtual 
arrangements. A small proportion of CSOs 
(14.1%) also said that the nature of their work 
did not allow them to work remotely as they 
ofoften had to engage directly with their 
intended beneficiaries in delivering their 
services. Notwithstanding the challenges 
associated with transitioning to remote 
working, a few (20) CSOs (6.4%)   reported  not 
experiencing any challenges with working 
remotely. Overall, the results clearly indicated 
thatthat the majority of CSOs were not prepared to 
work remotely and that the COVID-19 
pandemic “caught CSOs by surprise’. 

1  https://wacsi.org/impact-of-covid-19-pandemic-on-civil-society-organisations-in-the-gambia/
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During the focus group discussion and key 
informant interviews, some CSO 
representatives shared the view that the 
pandemic provided opportunities for 
enhancing their creativity and innovativeness 
regarding remote working. The following 
excerpt from a CSO representative in Ghana 
captucaptured the state of affairs: 

“[…..]it has pushed us out of  our comfort zones. 
It has compelled us to be innovative. Most of 
us initially thought that working from home 
was Eurocentric, that it was far from us, and 
we did not have the logistics to do that.  COVID 
has made us realise that it is possible to 
deliver without being in  the office setting ”.

AAnother CSO representative from Sierra Leone 
explained that:

““We have reduced the number of staff coming 
to the office for work per day. We work in shift 
s. While 50.0% work in the office, the other 
50.0% work from home, and we use email to 
communicate and make our work easier, and 
we do zoom meetings ” .

Aside from the impact of COVID-19 on CSOs’ 
working arrangements, it also affected their 
short-term operations . Specifically, the 
imposition of COVID-19 inspired legislation 
meant that CSOs could not undertake their 
projects and programmes in “normal ways, " 
which led to operational difficulties. For this 
rereason, a majority of CSOs (64.9%) reported 
restrictions on staff movement, cancellation 
of meetings and conferences (64.2%), 
reduced staff strength (29.4%), reduced or 
cancelled operations such as training and 
workshops (70.6%), cessation of fieldwork 
and inability to have community interactions 
(5(56.7%). Surprisingly, during the pandemic, a 
section of CSOs (21.1%) reported increased 
demand for their services as communities 
and intended beneficiaries sought relief 
items to help them cope with the pandemic. 
In particular, the empirical evidence 
suggests that the COVID-19 pandemic 
ccreated opportunities for CSOs to engage in 
other activities which were not part of their 
initial programmes, such as online training, 
training in digital tools and remote working, 
health promotion and education and 
advocacy for human rights. This finding 
chimes with existing studies that highlight 
thatthat despite the cessation of CSOs’ 
operations and programmes in the 
short-term, the demand for their services 
witnessed a dramatic increase (EPIC Africa 
and African NGOs, 2020; Tusev, 2020). Other 
short-term impacts mentioned  by CSOs 
included loss of funding (45.7%) and 
iincreased organisational costs (27.5%). 
Despite the negative short-term effects, a 
section of CSOs 12 (3.8%) reported 
experiencing minimal or no effects of the 
pandemic on their operations and 
programmes.

 2 https://wacsi.org/impact-of-covid-19-pandemic-on-civil-society-organisations-in-cameroon/
3 https://wacsi.org/impact-of-covid-19-pandemic-on-civil-society-organisations-in-ghana/
4 https://wacsi.org/impact-of-covid-19-pandemic-on-civil-society-organisations-in-sierra-leone/
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3.2 Long-term Effects on CSOs’ operations 
and programmes (6-12 months)
WWith regards to the anticipated long-term 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, based on 
the survey results shown across the six 
countries, many CSOs (58.8%) indicated a loss 
of funding as a result of changes in donor 
priorities; increased organisational costs 
(41.2%); reduced staff strength (34.8%); 
cacancellations of meetings and travels (50.8%) 
and reduction or cancellation of operations in 
communities (52.7%). Loss of funding was 
reported as the top-most long-term impact of 
the pandemic on the operations of CSOs.  

Loss of Funding
58.8%

Increased
Organisational

Costs

41.2%

Reduced
Staff Strenght 

34.8%

Cancellation
Meetings &

Travels

50.8%

Cancellation
of  Operations
in Communities

52.7%

Notwithstanding, there was no significant 
association between a loss of funding as a 
result of COVID-19 and country of origin (X2= 
10.54, p= 0.06). Thus, the possibility of CSOs 
reporting loss of funding as a result of 
COVID-19 was not determined or influenced 
by the country in which they operated. For 
instainstance, a cross-tabulation analysis showed 
that 48, 46, and 40 CSOs from Ghana, Sierra 
Leone, and Nigeria respectively indicated 
that they anticipated loss of funding as the 
pandemic's long-term impact on their 
operations. The effect of loss of funding is the 
inability of CSOs” to retain their staff in the 
abseabsence of funds. As the empirical evidence 
demonstrates, the loss of funding has 
compelled some (83) CSOs (26.5%) to 
furlough or dismiss their staff as a 
cost-saving strategy to ensure their own 
organisational sustainability. Surprisingly, the 
survey results clearly indicated that Sierra 
LLeone had the highest amount of CSOs (31) 
that reported furloughing or dismissing their 
staff as a result of loss of funding. Other 
countries included Nigeria (26), Ghana (14) 
and Liberia (7). In the case of Ghana, during 
focus group discussion (FGDs ), a CSO 
representative explained the decision of the 
oorganisation to dismiss some staff by stating 
that:

There are some people [staff] who were 
asked that look , your project cannot get 
funding, so we have to stop you from 
working. So, there are some people [staff] 
who had to exit because their project could 
not continue to get funding, so we have to 
get you to exit.

SimilaSimilarly, in Sierra Leone, it was reported that 
the Foundation for Integrated Development 
- Sierra Leone (FID/SL) had to dismiss some 
employees mainly because of reduced 
funding opportunities caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic .
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5 See report on Ghana for details (Amoah, 2020).
6 Insight from the report on Sierra Leone, see (Bandura, 2020)

4.0 Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on CSOs’ 
funding, domestic resource mobilisation 
and sustainability
AllAll CSOs surveyed reported being impacted 
by the COVID-19 pandemic with regards to 
their funding situation. According to the 
survey data, delayed or reduced funding 
from donors was the dominant or top-most 
impact of COVID-19 as 42.2% of CSOs 
reported experiencing this phenomenon. As 
reporeported by a section of CSOs (41.5%), another 
effect was funding restrictions and 
constraints that included cancelled 
donations. Interestingly, the consensus 
among the CSOs that participated in the 
quantitative and qualitative research was 
that COVID-19 would affect their 
oorganisational funding in the next 3-6 
months. For instance, in the quantitative 
phase of the research, most CSOs (48.6%) and 
32.3%) agreed and strongly agreed that the 
pandemic would affect their funding 
prospects. CSO representatives iterated this 
concern during the focus group discussions 
aand key informant interviews. On the other 
hand, a section of CSOs (11.2%) neither 
disagreed nor agreed that their funding will 
be negatively affected by the pandemic. 

Another long-term effect was CSOs inability to 
deliver services to their intended beneficiaries.  
Results showed that 148 (47.3%) and 97 (31.0%) 
of the surveyed CSOs reported experiencing 
severely reduced capacity and moderately 
reduced capacity in meeting the needs of 
their intended beneficiaries, respectively. Only 
a a small proportion of CSOs, 10 (3.2%), 
mentioned that their ability to provide 
services had not been affected at all by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This finding clearly 
indicates that in the long-term, the pandemic 
slowed the work of CSOs and their ability to 
respond to their intended beneficiaries' needs, 
whiwhich in turn has the potential of negatively 
affecting their legitimacy and relationships 
with intended beneficiaries because of their 
inability to meet their needs. 
In safeguarding their operations against the 
effects of the pandemic, many CSOs 172 
(55.0%) mentioned that they had taken 
appropriate measures. However, some CSO 
representatives (54.3%) explained that they 
had some difficulties adapting to such 
measures, while a section (31.9%) also 
expeexperienced great difficulty. Interestingly, a 
proportion of the surveyed CSOs 116 (37.1%) 
also felt that they had taken a few  steps in 
safeguarding their operations from the effects 
of the pandemic.  

?
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When asked whether CSOs would survive in 
the next 6-12 months without additional 
funding as a result of COVID-19, the results 
showed an overwhelming majority of CSOs 
(41.2%) indicating their ability to survive but 
with significant cuts in programmes and staff. 
A section of the surveyed CSOs (24.9%) also 
reporeported that they were unlikely to survive 
without additional funding, while 13.1% 
indicated that they would not survive without 
additional funding. Notwithstanding the 
differences in opinions on the survivability of 
CSOs, there was no statistically significant 
difference in the response of CSOs across the 
sixsix countries (X2= 21.70, p= 0.37). The results 
clearly demonstrated that the inability of CSOs 
to survive without additional funding might 
be explained by the lack of reserves. 
As the survey results indicated, only a small 
proportion of CSOs (17.3%) reported that they 
had operating reserves. This finding affirms 
the existing literature highlighting that 
operating reserves are an important 
stabilising factor for nonprofits/ CSOs and 
helps them “weather the storm" by 
cushionicushioning them in times of fiscal stress 
(Calabrese, 2013; Sloan et al., 2016). Kim and 
Mason (2020) found that nonprofits with more 
reserves were less likely to lose staff and 
reduce operating hours during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Thus, organisations with larger 
operating reserves were able to absorb the 
initial iminitial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

However, this cannot be said of the CSOs in 
this study mainly because, at best, operating 
reserves could be described as non-existent 
for the majority of organisations as they tend 
to “live from hand-to-mouth’. The non-existent 
of reserves exposes CSOs to serious disruptive 
financial crisis and vulnerability in times of 
ununcertainty.
Despite the negative impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on CSOs’ funding, it also provided 
opportunities for mobilising domestic 
resources. The survey results clearly indicated 
that a section of CSOs (14.1%) mentioned that 
the pandemic had enhanced their ability to 
mobilise domestic resources. When asked the 
typetype of domestic resources mobilised, 
respondents cited government funding (2.9%), 
individual donations (23.3%), corporate 
funding (5.1%), local private foundations (5.4%) 
and community support and volunteers 
(19.2%). The results from this study 
demonstrated that in times of crises, 
ccommunity volunteerism plays a crucial role in 
supporting the work of CSOs to reach out to 
their intended beneficiaries (Miao et al., 2020). 
While the majority of the surveyed CSOs 
(50.5%) agreed that the mobilisation of 
domestic resources would help them mitigate 
the negative effects of COVID-19 on their 
sustainabilisustainability, concerns were also raised by a 
section of CSOs (49.5%) who reported on the 
lack of technical, human and material capacity 
of CSOs to mobilise domestic resources during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Photo by Ehimetalor Akhere Unuabona (Unsplash)
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7 See the country reports for more details.

 The qualitative data also provided some 
useful insights into the challenges faced by 
CSOs in their attempt to mobilise domestic 
resources. Among them included the lack of 
trust, accountability and the weak relationship 
between CSOs and corporate organisations . 
These findings chime with existing studies on 
ththe challenges faced by CSOs in mobilising 
domestic resources (see, for example, Kumi, 
2019; Vandyck, 2020; Pandya and Ron, 2017). 
Informed by the inability of CSOs to mobilise 
domestic resources coupled with dwindling 
donor funding. When asked whether CSOs felt 
distressed about their long-term 
sustainabilisustainability, the majority of CSOs, 156 (49.8%) 
and 117 (37.4) stated that they agreed and 
strongly agreed, respectively, with the 
statement. When probed further about the 
pandemic's overall impact on the 
sustainability of the CSO sector in general in 
each country, the response 165 (52.7%) was 
thatthat the COVID-19 pandemic would, to a very 
high extent, negatively affect the CSO sector. 
However, there was no statistically significant 
difference in respondents' responses in the six 
countries (X2= 25.57, p= 0.18). This finding is a 
clear indication that irrespective of the 
country within which the CSO was located, 
tthere was no significant difference in their 
perception of how the pandemic would affect 
the CSO sector's sustainability. The findings 
demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic 
would have devasting effects on the 
sustainability of individual CSOs and the 
sector within which they operate. Similar 
fifindings have been reported elsewhere in the 
literature (Epic Africa and African NGOs, 2020).

5.0 Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on 
CSO-donor and Stakeholder Relations
AAcross the six countries, respondents were 
asked how the pandemic had  affected their 
relationships with their donors. In particular, 
the survey focused on issues such as 
communication with donors in terms of 
changes in project activities, donor funding 
priorities and flexibility of donor funding 
requirequirements and arrangements amidst the 
pandemic. 46.0% of the surveyed CSOs stated 
that their donors had communicated or 
informed them that the COVID-19 pandemic 
would potentially affect their ability to 
continue their support for the organisation in 
the short-term and long-term . 

When asked about whether donors would 
change their funding priorities, a majority of 
CSOs (38.3%) agreed to the statement. 34.5% 
of CSOs also reported that they neither 
disagreed nor agreed that donors would 
change their funding priorities. More 
importantly, with regards to communication 
withwith donors, the results indicated that the 
most significant concern of CSOs included 
seeking extension of project completion dates 
from their donors (39.3%), discussing details 
regarding the use of donor funding (23.3%) 
and discussing cancellation of project 
activities with donors (13.4%). On the other 
hahand, a larger proportion of CSOs (43.1%) 
reported that they had not discussed any 
topics with their donors concerning the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their 
relationships. CSOs were also asked to rank 
their perception of donors’ flexibility in 
meeting their needs. 
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The survey results showed that 126 (40.3%) 
responded that donors were very flexible, 
while 16 (5.1%) said donors were extremely 
flexible. On the other hand, 91 (29.1%) chose 
neither flexible nor not flexible, while 45 
(14.4%) responded that donors were not 
flexible. 
AAmong the majority of CSOs 213 (68.1%), their 
top-most need requiring assistance from 
donors was technology support (e.g., moving 
programmes online). For others, their needs 
included re-evaluating fundraising strategies 
200 (63.9%), sharing of real-time data with 
stakeholders 80 (25.6%), coaching session in 
leleading in ambiguity 80 (25.6%), financial 
scenario planning 144 (46.0%), wellness and 
self-care 81 (25.6%), guidance to the board of 
directors 58 (18.5%), human resource 
management 118 (37.7%) and volunteer 
recruitment 150 (47.9%). Data from the focus 
group discussions and interviews suggested 
tthe need for greater investment by donors in 
the technological capacities of CSOs. This 
suggestion is largely because many CSOs 
reported that they have resorted to using 
online platforms in undertaking their 
activities. 

6.0 Overview of CSOs’ responses 
and strategies to the COVID-19 
pandemic

6.1. Strategies to mitigate the effects of 
COVID-19 on CSOs’ operations
InInterview data suggests that CSOs adopted a 
number of strategies to ensure their 
short-term survival and long-term 
sustainability. In doing so, the strategies were 
targeted at mitigating the effects of the 
pandemic on their operations and 
programmes, funding and relationship with 
dodonors and stakeholders, including intended 
beneficiaries. Across the six countries, there 
were similarities in the responses employed by 
CSOs, especially on the adoption of 
cost-reduction strategies such as downsizing 
of staff, reducing existing programmes and 
services to intended beneficiaries, reliance on 
tthe use of digital technologies, reliance on 
operating reserves and the suspension of 
upcoming programmes .

6.2 Strategies to mitigate the effects of 
COVID-19 on funding
Among the strategies employed by CSOs 
include mobilising domestic resources (i.e., 
financial and non-financial resources) in 
complementing donor funding. In particular, 
many CSOs had to rely on the services of 
volunteers to undertake their activities in 
communities, while others resorted to 
mobilisimobilising resources online using 
crowdfunding platforms as well as engaging 
in income-generating activities through social 
enterprises. Other strategies included 
reducing administrative and programme 
expenses through the suspension of outreach 
programmes in communities. 

DONOR
FLEXIBILTY

40.3%
5.1%
29.1%
14.4%

VERY
FLEXIBLE

EXTREMLY
FLEXIBLE

FLEXIBLE NOR
NOT FLEXIBLE

NOT
FLEXIBLE
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8 See the country reports for a detailed analysis of the strategies employed by CSOs.

For this reason, the analysis of the survey and 
interview data suggested that the 
mobilisation of alternative or domestic 
resources and the cost-reduction were the 
two main strategies employed by CSOs across 
the six countries to mitigate the impacts of the 
pandemic on their finances. In fact, existing 
studiesstudies have highlighted how CSOs adopt 
cost-cutting or reduction strategies during 
periods of financial difficulty (Arhin et al., 2018; 
Elbers and Arts, 2011). Other strategies 
adopted by CSOs to ensure their financial 
resilience revolve around reliance on 
operating reserves in the short -term. 
OOrganisations are known to depend on their 
reserves when faced with financial 
uncertainty and their associated vulnerability. 
Operating reserves also help CSOs maintain 
spending in line with long-term organisational 
goals (Sloan et al., 2016; Kim and Mason, 2020).

6.3 Strategies to mitigate the effects of 
COVID-19 on donor and other stakeholder 
relations
CConfronted with the effects of the pandemic 
on their relationships with stakeholders, 
including donors, some CSOs developed 
strategies by engaging in constant 
communication and interactions with their 
donors through emails, digital platforms, 
investing in relationship building mechanisms 
susuch as having a dedicated staff to 
communicate with donors and 
mainstreaming COVID-19 related 
programmes suggested by donors into their 
operations. As the evidence from this study 
suggests, CSOs have also adopted 
partnerships or collaborations with 
lilike-minded organisations during the 
pandemic. For instance, in Liberia, some CSOs 
have conducted stakeholder mapping to 
identify stakeholders such as government 
agencies, community leaders etc.,  that could 
work together with them . 

Similarly, in Sierra Leone, CSO representatives 
reported seeking collaborations in advocating 
policy changes, capacity building, 
awareness-raising, and working together with 
local community leaders to distribute personal 
protective equipment and food items to 
communities in need and educating the 
publicpublic on preventive measures . However, 
while CSOs have deepened their 
collaborations with stakeholders across the six 
countries, their engagement and involvement 
in policy formulation on COVID-19 were very 
weak. In some instances, they were not even 
consulted by governments in COVID-19 
rrelated policy formulation and 
implementation. This finding also raised 
questions about the extent of collaboration 
between governments and CSOs across the 
six West African countries. 
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7.0 Conclusion 

ThisThis study sought to examine the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on CSOs in six West 
African countries (Nigeria, Ghana, Sierra 
Leone, Liberia, The Gambia and Cameroon ). 
The study drew on a sequential explanatory 
mixed methods design involving first 
collecting and analysing quantitative data 
follfollowed by qualitative data. In total, 313 CSOs 
and 48 CSOs participated in the research’s 
quantitative and qualitative phases, 
respectively. The study has shown that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has had devasting effects 
on CSOs’ operations, funding and 
relationships with donors and stakeholders. 
ThisThis effect has the potential of negatively 
affecting their organisational sustainability in 
the short-term. Notwithstanding the 
potentially negative effects, the COVID-19 
pandemic has also provided opportunities for 
CSOs to become more agile and resilient 
actors able to withstand uncertainties. More 
specificallspecifically, for West African CSOs, the 
COVID-19 pandemic could be considered as a 
positive disruptive change’ because of its 
ability to cause radical and transformational 
changes in their operations. As clearly 
demonstrated in this study, the pandemic has 
caused CSOs to re-orient their operations by 
iincorporating and adopting innovative and 
new ways of working, especially with digital 
technologies. For instance, many CSOs 
adapted to working remotely, which, while 
recognising its challenges, provided 
opportunities for CSOs to continue their 
operations during the pandemic. Thus, the 
ppandemic has accorded CSOs the platform for 
creativity and innovativeness. 

More so, the pandemic has reinforced the 
need for a deliberate investment in digital 
technologies by CSOs and their donors. As the 
findings in this study demonstrate, many 
CSOs struggled to transition to digital 
technologies in the initial stages of the 
pandemic because of the lack of investments. 

The findings also highlight how investments 
in digital technologies could harness the work 
of CSOs by increasing their visibility and 
reputation, especially with the use of social 
media in raising awareness about the 
pandemic, engaging in active advocacy on 
public policies, and meeting the needs of their 
inintended beneficiaries. More importantly, it 
demonstrates how CSOs could use 
technology to leverage their resource 
mobilisation efforts, especially through online 
platforms. The findings call into question the 
need for conscious efforts to invest in the 
digital technologies of CSOs. For instance, 
oorganisations such as WACSI and TechSoup 
could provide capacity strengthening 
initiatives for CSOs on the use of digital 
technologies to deliver their programmes.  

Thirdly, the pandemic has reinforced the need 
for CSOs to increase their mobilisation efforts 
to mobilise domestic resources as an 
alternative route and complement external 
donor funding. As the findings highlight, the 
pandemic created financial uncertainty and 
its associated vulnerability, especially for 
dodonors. The pandemic, in turn, affected their 
ability to provide the needed resources for 
CSOs who are highly dependent on their 
funding for survival. However, what emerges 
strongly from this study is the potential of 
domestic resources such as community 
volunteering and individual and corporate 
fufunding to complement external donor 
funding. The effective mobilisation of 
domestic resources by CSOs also requires 
creating an enabling environment that 
encourages local giving. This domestic 
mobilisation strategy will also depend on 
promoting incentives and creating legal 
fframeworks by West African governments. 
Moreover, CSOs also need to invest in their 
technical and human capacity and 
accountability and transparency mechanisms 
to mobilise domestic resources effectively. 

9 See the country report for Liberia for details.
10 See the country report for Sierra Leone. 
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7.1 CSOs’ view on support needed from 
stakeholders 

1. Support needed from Donors 

1. Strengthening  the capacity of CSOs in 
digital technologies

TThe majority of the CSOs in this study 
suggested the need for donors to support 
them in acquiring soft and hard information 
technology infrastructure to support 
operations. They mentioned that a deliberate 
investment by donors in digital technologies 
would go a long way in helping them deliver 
efficientlyefficiently and effectively on their 
programmes. 

2.  Investment in building the institutional 
capacity of CSOs to adapt to complex and 
uncertain environments

A concern raised by CSOs was the need for 
donors to invest in the institutional 
strengthening of CSOs. This approach also 
requires donors to create room for flexibility in 
their funding arrangements by taking into 
consideration capacity needs of CSOs when 
providing funding for their projects. It was 
suggessuggested that donors could provide core 
funding as part of their effort to strengthen 
the institutional capacity of CSOs. Donors 
could also share information or knowledge on 
best practices on how CSOs elsewhere adapt 
to uncertainty in their operating environment. 
Moreover, it was suggested that donors focus 
on buildion building the capacity of CSOs, especially, in 
working remotely and engaging CSOs on 
crises management and the institution of 
legal frameworks. 

3. Provision of support towards thee 
mobilisation of domestic resources

CSO representatives suggested that donors 
need to provide the needed support 
(technical, material and human) that would 
enable them to mobilise resources 
domestically or locally to advance their work.
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2.  Support needed from WACSI

1.1. WACSI should commit to providing capacity 
through training and mentorship for the 
CSOs, especially those at the community level. 
This capacity enhancement will ensure that 
the organisations are equipped with the 
requite knowledge to manage their resources 
better and engage their communities of 
bebeneficiaries.

2. WACSI should provide capacity 
strengthening initiatives for CSOs in resource 
mobilisation and leadership.

3. Support needed from National 
Government

1. Governments need to support and enhance 
the operational capacity of CSOs through 
national emergency funding mechanisms 
and provide capacity-building opportunities. 
In addition, they should provide resources for 
national pandemic preparedness, capacity 
development, and response measures.

22. Provide holistic and systemic approaches in 
the fight against the COVID-19 pandemic and 
other emergency situations. These 
approaches will include education, human 
rights, gender, and social protection issues. It 
also requires governments to create an 
enabling environment for stronger support 
anand cooperation between CSOs and 
government in responding to the challenges 
posed by the pandemic. 

3. Leverage and utilise CSOs’ experience and 
expertise in planning, coordinating and 
implementing national responses to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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