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BETWEEN PROFESSIONALISM AND AMATEUR ENTHUSIASM

Due to the long period of activism, the NGO sector in Macedonia became a common segment 
in our every day life. Being the third pillar in the system, it increasingly enforces its role and 
influence in the democratic processes. With the establishment and development of this sector, the 
dynamics of affairs contributed to a stage of crossroad where many organizations and activists 
needed to decide about the ways and the path of their future actions in this field. However, this 
does not mean that all past years were enough to make the necessary conditions for mature actions 
in this sector in terms of future modeling and profiling. At this point, there is an initial base for 
thoughts about the next possible directions and challenges in the NGO activism in our country with 
the purpose of making it a relevant factor in the society.

Although we are pioneers in comparison to the NGO activism in developed democracies,
nevertheless we are witnesses of its particular success at a global level in the last 10 years; years 
marked with global political and economic cooperation. Bearing in mind the contradictory war 
situations and humanitarian disasters, the global processes of bonding in political and economic 
terms demanded mass involvement of the civil sector at certain instances through attainment of 
roles as corrector and supporter of certain processes. Without the purpose of giving special value to 
particular organizations and actions, experience has proved that over time an increasing number of 
people with various expertise and profiles tend to engage in the NGO sector. The demand for the 
involvement of more people is due to the complex and interconnected occurrences in the world, 
which consequently influence each other and cause changes in the way of living. Since most people 
naturally resist changes and are not keen on accepting influences that bear new challenges in the 
everyday life, we start to question the extent to which the NGO sector has influenced these changes; 
meaning, whether the NGO sector is ready to plan, according to the nature of its activities, positive 
changes within the target group in order to improve the standard of living of ordinary citizens.

If this issue is set on the agenda of our organizations, the immediate question that follows 
would be about the best ways in which NGOs can encounter the planning and the cause of these 
changes in target groups. Consequently, this launches a chain of questions and analysis of the actors 
in terms of limits and possibilities to act in the society. The dilemmas that rise have different 
character, beginning with the necessary follow up on political and economic developments and 
their assessment and analysis; the need to attain appropriate knowledge and skills to solve the 
problems and challenges that the other two social pillars make; undertaking appropriate measures 
or activities in order to balance and neutralize the negative influences in the system, etc. The spiral 
of questions, possible answers, assumptions and creative solutions can develop endlessly, without 
real possibilities for a definitive or unique answer to the dynamics of changes. Nevertheless, it has 
been proven in the human history that the people who are ahead of others are more successful, 
especially at the level of planning and building systems of assumptions.
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MANAGEMENT AND STRATEGY

The terms strategy or strategic planning, although their origins are found in military
terminology, nowadays are used in all fields of action: business, politics, non-governmental 
organizations, etc. The term “management” was “unclean” and foreign for the actors in the non-
governmental sector because for a long time, managers were considered a synonym for business 
and profit. In accordance with this, the proud NGO activists avoided being followers of commercial 
actions in the non-profit activities and goals of the NGO sector. This is an occurrence from 20 years 
ago, but today the terms are indispensable part from our everyday activities. Nowadays, we are all 
aware that the management of our organizations is the most important part of our structures – part 
which determines the success and reputation of an organization. The management in combination 
with developing strategies builds organizational credibility and mandate in the environment where 
the actions of the organizations mainly take place. Management, as a combination of human 
resources and skills, achieves the personal and organizational interests through hierarchy and 
discipline. As a structure, management should adopt to the surroundings and the context of its 
potentials, to balance the compact and flexible form of team work, but to also have an appropriate 
form of “military” discipline and hierarchy in order to succeed. Because of everything that has been 
mentioned above, today we do not have an ideal type of management structure that would 
guarantee success. We have multiple of choices and combinations of the following factors: people,
skills, possibilities, and potentials. Because of the variety and the influence of many factors in our 
systems, including both micro and macro surroundings, strategic plans always contain general 
policies and plans which are mainly based on assumptions on how different segments at certain
levels of our systems would act and react on certain changes. Therefore, strategies cannot go in 
deeper and concrete actions, but they move in global frameworks and they are trying to closely 
direct the mutual efforts towards certain structure (read management). The justifications for this 
attitude of the management structures towards strategic planning is the following: first, through 
the global planning the management is securing a wide field for work, meaning it does not restrict 
itself; and second, it creates a situation of an “alibi” in case a failure or non-fulfillment of certain 
parts of the strategic plans occurs. In terms of the second justification, if the strategies contain 
specific actions and steps put in a time framework, then the structures of management and 
implementation will have to work as ideally as possible. This would mean that they have to expel all 
possible risks and anticipate all occurrences (which is of course impossible). Nevertheless, during 
the process of setting up the strategic plans the managers set indicators that measure the success of 
their performance which usually serve as benchmarks for the set standards of the organizational 
progress. The indicators or the set benchmarks are actually planned changes that need to occur at a
certain period of time. The constant confrontation with the changes during the stages of planning, 
implementation, and adaptation of the new processes to the regular work of the management is 
pressing the organizational structure to think about all the possible challenges in their everyday 
work. In addition, sometimes the assumptions happen at a smaller or bigger extent in relation to
the planned changes. Consequently, when the organization assesses the final results it does not 
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always say the real results or changes. This is due to the subjectivity of every structure which cares 
about its reputation in the surroundings and in front of its partners, as well as because of a small 
portion of relative realism when presenting the achievements of the organization. 

KEY FACTORS OF SUCCESS

Since the organizational structure needs to distribute its performances outside the 
environment of its actions, it necessarily identifies the primary target groups and pillars of 
actions. The nearer the organization is to its “business” pillars, the chances for success are greater 
thus, they become key factors for success. These key factors can be defined as factors that have 
great influence on the organizational competition. In the context of private companies, the key
factors for success are recognized through the following question: “What do our clients need, want 
or expect from us?” In the NGO context, the same question can be rephrased in the following way: 
“What are the specific things that make us special for our target group?”

One of the most important things that every non-governmental organization should do is to 
regularly scan the environment where its activities take place. They need to distinguish the 
primary from the secondary beneficiaries and to try to assess the influences of the organizational 
achievements in terms of organizational objectives and capacities. This type of practice would 
reveal the informal power of structures and their mutual dependence. In addition, it is very 
important to note that the actual success or power of any organizational structure does not mean 
that it has been directed or set correctly; there are many factors, both interior and exterior, which
influence the success or failure of the organization. The earlier the organization sets a clear final 
objective in terms of its strategic path (in terms of development) it would easier to reach its final 
destination while skillfully handling the obstacles and challenges on the way. For instance, 
commercially set objectives make it easier for the organizational structures to measure and 
compare their development by following their annual budgets, financial reports, the extent of their 
products and services, etc. Most NGOs act upon their own mission, which is set by a group of people 
with similar attitudes, believes, and norms. The success of the NGO depends on the level at which 
the mission has been fulfilled, which is not always understood and directed towards the priorities 
of most people. The profit in commercial organizations means all or nothing. On the other hand, in 
NGOs the assessment of success is done subjectively especially because the mission focuses on the 
priorities of a small group of people which is not adequately perceived by the rest of the citizens.      

Besides these oppositely set strategic objectives towards development, both types of 
organizations have a common goal – survival. Once the organizational structure is established, 
whether it is oriented towards profit or not, it strives to function in the system as long as possible in 
order to fulfill its needs and interests. While they strive to remain on the market, organizations 
often change their skills, capacities, work or put in other words they are adopting on the needs of 
the clients/surroundings. Therefore, if the product of one company is not sold and the consumers 
remain uninterested, the organization reacts almost immediately and starts selling a different 
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product or adapts the existing one. Similar to this, when the NGO realizes that there is no more 
interest for its services or mission among consumers, it should create something new in a short 
period of time that would be adequate for the needs of its consumers. 

MANAGEMENT – GROWTH AND DECLINE

Our experience has shown that in the process of development of our organizations we are 
usually not aware of the certain stages that we had to “survive”. Although the management passes 
almost unconsciously from one level to another, in time it has to accept certain rules and norms of 
behavior in order to set a system or a structure of responsibilities and procedures. Here again, 
many factors have an influence. The combination of human and material-technical resources set in 
a certain time framework, have two possible directions: developing and stagnating (the second one 
leads to the fall of the structure). At this point in time, both processes happen simultaneously in our 
everyday life and this is what exactly gives special dynamics to all changes at all levels. Successful 
structures move fast forward towards the top while the unsuccessful ones try over and over again 
to become successful and functional. This leads to an open competition between organizations.

Everyone is interested in the first part of the story, how to become part of successful models 
of organization and how to keep the trend of positive growth. This means continuous update on the 
overall moves in the political, economic, and social segment of the society from the point of 
managerial structures and timely reactions or creating adequate services and products. The growth 
of a certain company or structure depends on many factors, but again the human factor is the most 
important and has the central role in the overall process. Successful models of organization serve as 
examples for those who try to join. Often in this competition there are changes in terms of who is 
the most successful. The readiness of organizations/companies to encounter continual growth
extensively influences their sustainability. It has been said many times before that the sustainability 
of organizational structures depends on administering the resources that are in hand. Lately, 
besides the human and material resources, we are witnessing the great influence of non-material 
resources on our work. It is more and more obvious that even if we have the needed financial and 
technical equipment as well as experts and skills among our members, all of it would not achieve 
success and efficiency unless the organization/structure has enough credibility or access to the 
target group. Non – material resources include: good will/enthusiasm, reputation, legitimacy and 
other traits which are attained over a period of time through activities in the structure.

THE CREDIBILITY AND LEGITIMACY OF NGO ACTIVISM

Lately, in dialogue with governmental organizations, we have realized that the credibility 
and legitimacy of the NGO sector is often questioned in the process of bringing decisions and 
policies related to a particular group of citizens. The question being asked mostly is regarding the 
legitimate representative of a target group, who is delegating NGO activities and how do they 
represent the civil groups/associations? The reason for this administrative behavior in many 
governmental institutions originates from the great number of suggestions and ideas given in the 
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civil sector regarding possible solutions for these issues. Most often this confuses the employees at 
the governmental institutions and poses a dilemma over which suggestion is better or relevant as a 
solution. Understandably, without enough information from field work because it is limited by law
norms and political priorities, institutions hide behind bureaucratic formalities and call upon their 
legitimacy and responsibility in the society. In most cases, they do not make any effort to 
understand the civil concept and its right to take part in the process of creating public policies. 
Instead of using the richness of ideas and suggestions from the civil sector which is in close contact 
with the citizens every day, governmental institutions prefer to have a group of specific 
organizations that have succeeded to build their credibility and “legitimacy” about specific issues. 
This is inherent to our conditions and it also takes place in developed democracies. The only 
difference is that the civil sector in developed democracies has been recognized for its credibility 
and legitimacy with a clear division of responsibility and inventiveness in encountering citizens’ 
needs. There is no monopoly in terms of representation and participation during the process of 
bringing decisions/policies but there are efforts in making the overall process as transparent as 
possible that would include more input by the citizens who are the final beneficiaries of the policies.

The extensive diversity in the civil sector must not be an obstacle to governmental 
institutions or a justification that the civil sector is not compatible with its ideas and priorities. On 
the contrary, it often happens that in a single institution one may receive different interpretations 
and opinions at different levels in the hierarchy regarding a decision made in terms of law or policy. 
Under these circumstances, civil organizations have the right to become “rebellious” and criticize 
the institutions for a lack of coordination and understanding of current policies. However, in order 
not to jump into conclusions that the NGO sector should always have the role of a critique, civil 
organizations have the credibility and legitimacy to make up for the negligence inside the state 
apparatus and remind them of the influence their actions have on a certain group of citizens. Here 
lie the arguments for the legitimacy and credibility of the NGO sector. It does not give the 
opportunity to state administration to take as an alibi the long bureaucratic procedures for its weak 
results.

Objectivity is another argument for the credibility and the legitimacy of the NGO sector. It is 
very well known that political elites carry out an agenda that includes the priorities of the 
electorate that brought them into power (the majority of voters), forgetting the needs of the rest of 
the citizens. Civil organizations are also directed by the needs of their target groups and strive 
towards inputting their interests in the system through subjective dialogue with the country. 
Although subjective, civil organizations are objective when it comes to the benefits of all 
beneficiaries in terms of new policies and measures undertaken by the government. It is in the 
nature of the NGO activism to create conditions so that most of the citizens can benefit from the 
current policies in the system.
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NEW STANDARDS FOR SELF-ORGANIZATION

People as social beings, have the need to organize themselves into groups of interests. This 
need comes from the variety of issues; but the common denominator for self-organization (read 
association) among groups is always the value system or the need for the group to react to a certain 
social occurrence. Regularly, politics is associated with ideals (self-promotion and possibly desire 
for power), business is associated with money (again the desire for power and profit) while the 
NGO activism manifests “resistance” towards the two pillars so that they do not become 
overpowering in the system. In other words, through NGO activism people invest efforts to 
minimize the power and domination of political elites and business circles since having the power 
for a long time and dominating with it would lead to deviations in the system of living. NGO activists 
call upon human rights and the right to equality among people, ethnic values, freedom of speech 
and thought and many other rights that serve as arguments for persuading those in power to 
righteous and humane decisions. We intentionally “forgot” to mention the things NGO activism is 
associated with because the variety, motives, and forms of association are many and it would be 
inconvenient to put them all in a generalized framework as is the case with the other two pillars. 
What can we say with a certainty about NGO activism is that it is a special type of corrector in the 
society which fills in almost all voids in the system which are invisible or unimportant to most 
political and business elites. 

The process of globalization and the new geo-political changes in the world, especially after 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, incurred new priorities and rules in the game, where great powers 
dominate with their priorities at a political and economic level. The ordinary citizen is preoccupied 
with information that spread fast from one end of the world to the other. Information has become 
an important source for earning money for professionals in all three sectors. However, if we 
compare the power and the influence, including professionals in all three sectors, it is unavoidable 
to conclude that the civil sector is not in a good position. Neo-liberalism has brought closer together 
the political and business elites and this is the leading factor that administers the natural resources
in contemporary times. According to Francis Fukuyama, this process has begun during the late 
1980s which eventually grew into a major initiator of globalization and fast development of 
technology. From an ideological perspective, neo-liberalism marks “the end of human history” 
meaning the last form of domination and social governance that will not have the irrational 
attitudes of governance from the period of monarchies, capitalism, and socialism. Today, liberal 
democracies have gotten rid of these fundamental opposites thanks to the principles of freedom 
and equality of people that would be followed by partial solution to social problems. Consequently, 
liberal democracies are open to competition at an economic and political level where standards are 
decided by the majority. In addition, almost unavoidably comes the formation of hierarchies 
(centers of power) which correspond with each other depending on the position and actual 
attention from the public. The third pillar, with all its capacity and current professionalism is in the 
shadow of politics and business. Sometimes it takes actions in the interest of the first or the second 
sector, mostly in the name of the ordinary disadvantaged citizen, but it runs into difficulties when 
the interests of the two pillars are considered an issue for the target group. This is what initiates the 
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need for new standards in the self-organization of citizens and the battle of bringing back the 
ideology of the agenda of the elites. The desired standards that would lead to protection of the 
ordinary citizens are the following: transparency and accountability of governments, corporative 
responsibility, and ecological consciousness. The civil sector needs to adequately answer these 
challenges through professional and serious engagement. The competition in funds has to be 
transformed from philanthropy into legal regulation, so that all three sectors divide the 
responsibility and the role for which they exist.                 

               


