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25 Years After 

Foreword 

by Rupert Graf Strachwitz, Director, the Maecenata Institute 

From 1975, when following the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 
Europe, the Declaration of Helsinki, was signed to ensure “respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms, including the freedom of thought, conscience, 
religion or belief”, clandestine movements in Poland, Hungary and Czechoslo-
vakia began to challenge the political system. Within a few years, despite oppres-
sion and government force, they grew into large popular movements of citizens 
who were no longer willing to tolerate the persistent violation of human and civil 
rights. In 1989 and 1990, these movements wrote history. If it hadn’t been for 
citizen action, for courageous men and women who congregated in churches, 
met in secrecy, took to the streets and encouraged others to follow, the iron 
curtain would not have been lifted. Arguably, this was civil society’s finest hour.  

25 years later, governments all over Europe would like to see CSOs confined to 
service provision under government regulation, while some researchers believe 
civil society could only exist in a democratic society. Also, since ‘9/11’, security 
issues take priority, and governments tend to suspect non-governmental political 
action of extremism or even terrorism. At the same time, CSOs have taken on 
new responsibilities, as neither the welfare state nor the traditional mechanisms 
of government successfully face the challenges of the 21st century.  

Against this backdrop, one may well ask what has become of civil society in Cen-
tral Europe 25 years after 1989. Committed researchers from the four countries 
now known as the Visegrád countries after an alliance formed in Visegrád Castle 
in 1991, joined the research team of the Maecenata Institute, Berlin, in conduct-
ing a comparative analysis of organized civil society in these countries, and de-
termine the greatest needs for its support. Existing studies were evaluated, focus 
groups were assembled, and experts were interviewed on specific issues. An 
overview of data, research findings, and publications was published in English in 
July 2014 (download: www.opuscula.maecenata.eu: Opusculum no. 74). 

Not surprisingly, it was found that after 1989, in all four countries, the number 
of CSOs mushroomed, while within a few years membership and political status 
plummeted. A divide developed between traditional organisations like the Red 
Cross and sports clubs on one side, and CSOs arising out of the civil rights 
movement on the other.  
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Today, the picture is quite diverse, both by country and by field of activity. Po-
land could build on a stronger civic tradition than the Czech Republic and Hun-
gary. Where service provision is the main activity, CSOs rely on government 
funding and are widely seen as government agencies. Where this is not the case, 
they face a struggle to survive. Slovak CSOs are comparatively strong in educa-
tion, while community development and housing are strongest in Hungary, and 
culture, religion, health and social services in the Czech Republic. Activities of 
Polish CSOs are more evenly balanced between these areas. Clearly, capacity 
building is the main concern in all four countries. CSOs need help to be able to 
fulfil their role as watchdogs, change agents and a political force. Ongoing re-
search is lacking.  

This sounds all too familiar! It is fair to say that as far as CSOs are concerned, 
the period of transition is over. 25 years after 1989, they share the aspirations, 
and the shortcomings and challenges of all CSOs in Europe and beyond.  

The Maecenata Institute for Philanthropy and Civil Society, Berlin, is proud to 
have been chosen to design and direct this mapping project. It could however 
never have been accomplished without the research conducted in the four coun-
tries by our associates Anna Domaradzka, Eszter Márkus, Jiří Navrátil, Jakub 
Pejcal, Miroslav Pospíšil, Boris Strečanský, and Máté Szabó. I would like to ex-
press my sincere thanks to these colleagues who have produced excellent results 
in a very tight time frame.  

Particular thanks are also due to Priska Daphi who co-designed the research 
frame, Christian Schreier who coordinated the project, Filip Vagac who provided 
pressure as well as ongoing valuable support, and Darina Doebler and Julia Peter 
who helped finalize this publication. For me, it was a pleasure to direct this im-
portant and exciting venture. 

We all feel that at a time when civil society action in service production, advoca-
cy, solidarity, self-help, intermediary activities, watch-dog performance, and po-
litical agenda setting and deliberation has become ever more important in pro-
moting societal change at European as much as at local level, research of this 
kind is particularly timely. The findings will, I hope encourage other colleagues to 
conduct more in-depth research and help present civil society as one of the vital 
ingredients of modern society.



 

The ‘25-Years After’ Research Project 

by Christian Schreier 

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, a quarter of 
a century has passed. Civil society, as is repeatedly stressed, has contributed 
much to these upheavals. Certainly, its role is also often overestimated, but today 
one fact is undisputed: a functioning society needs a strong civil society. In the 
past 25 years there have been massive changes in many respects. One central 
reason for this is that “business as usual” was simply no longer possible.  

The fundamental social changes of 1989 mark a reasonable starting point of this 
research project. Yet, the particular circumstances and contexts of the changes in 
the established social structures in each of the countries call for separate analyses.  

The object of investigation of this study is the situation in the Visegrad coun-
tries, that is Hungary, Poland, the Czech Republic and the Slovak Republic. 
These are characterized by a number of similarities, especially the pro-European 
orientation after the fall of the Iron Curtain. However, they have not strongly 
influenced each other. Each country therefore developed largely independently.  

Under these premises, it was a particularly interesting challenge to consider the 
development of Civil Society in the Visegrad 4 over the last 25 years and to gain 
an impression of how things stand today. 

A focus on civil society in its manifold forms is central to this project. This sys-
tem of action is not fully explained by solely focusing on politics, the state or the 
market. It exceeds the familial area and is intertwined with all of the above. The 
terms public and self-determination play key roles in this context. A more de-
tailed definition of the term Civil Society follows later. 

The aim of this study is to outline the development and the current status of 
Civil Society in the respective regions. The essays in this collected volume con-
sider the development of civil society and its functions in the various countries in 
great detail. In co-operation with research partners in the respective countries, 
we, the Maecenata Foundation, designed a guide of specific research questions to 
be addressed that should help everyone to provide comparable data. It was im-
portant not to fall into praise and not to set a too narrow focus, in order to take 
the specific circumstances of each country adequately into account and to ensure 
that new findings and results could be achieved. Finally, we have jointly devel-
oped and implemented a research plan in various stages.  
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Project Part I - Examination of state of research and resources 

The first stage of the project ‘25-Years After’ looked at where and what kind of 
research on civil society has been conducted so far, by whom and what desidera-
ta remain. Relevant publications on civil society in the respective countries were 
examined and an overview was compiled of existing databases and other data 
sources as well as active centers of research, training, and policy studies. Instead 
of merely providing a list, we looked at how they can be evaluated in terms of 
scope, accurateness and depth. Finally, we considered the most crucial gaps in 
research and funding in the respective countries. 

With this annotated collection of data, we aim to provide a basis for further re-
search on the development of civil society in the region. Also, we tried to show 
the state of the research infrastructure as it has developed over the last 25 years. 
To this end, we looked at the co-operations among existing institutions. Public 
institutions, e.g. statistical offices, are important providers of studies and usable 
raw-data in all four countries. Private research institutions also exist, but their 
activity is different in each of the countries. Despite their limited resources, they 
are involved in filling the gaps left by public research. Public institutions concen-
trate on questions relating to the ‘Third Sector’ and its economic capacity, as is 
the case in most European countries. 

Our report is published as ‘Civil Society in the ‘Visegrád Four’’ in the OPUSCU-
LA Series of the Maecenata Institute, issue 74.  

It is freely available at www.opuscula.maecenata.eu.  

Project Part II - Assessing Breadth and Depth of Civil Society 

This book is the result of the most comprehensive part of the project. It focuses 
on qualitative research in contrast to the first study, which is very fact-oriented 
and data-heavy. The aim was to capture the circumstances in the respective 
countries from different angles. The country reports of all parts of the project 
follow the same core sections in order to keep them comparable. The project 
partners were, however, free to do justice to the varying levels of importance of 
the individual aspects. They were also encouraged to add their own aspects, to 
meet the demands of an adequate depiction of the idiosyncratic context and 
conditions in the individual countries. The different sections are designed to 
allow a variety of perspectives on civil society and thus represent the subject 
matter as comprehensively as possible. The country reports of the subsequent 
chapters are structured in the following way: the environment of civil society, 
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fields of activity approach, functional approach, claims approach, organizational 
approach, conclusions and of course the sources used.  

1. Basic information: Initially the reports provide elementary information about 
the country’s civil society and its development over the last two decades. Cov-
ered issues are:  

 How many civil society organizations and initiatives exist?  

 Which types of organizations dominate?  

 How many people engage in civil society activities?  

 What is the share of employment in the civil society sector?  

 Are there major differences in civil society, e.g. geographically or ethnically? 

2. The environment of civil society: The second chapter deals with the envi-
ronment of civil society, its relation to the state and to the market. In terms of 
the relation of Civil Society to the state the reports take a look at: 

 the public resources and funding for CSOs,  

 the facilitative and restrictive factors through regulation and legislation, 

 the impact on policies 

Concerning the relations to the area of the market, the focus is set on: 

 private resources and funding, 

 the facilitative and restrictive factors and hybrid zones between Civil Society 
and the market as well as 

 the impact on market conduct 

From the perspective of the population of each country and their connection to 
the relevant civil society sphere the following questions were investigated: 

 what are the expectations due to CSOs and 

 do people trust CSOs? 

3. Fields of activity approach 

This chapter investigates  

 which areas of Civil Society activity are the most prominent? (e.g. Culture, 
Education, Research, Health, Social Services, Sports, Religion, Environ-
ment…) 

 what are the specific circumstances in the main fields of activity in the re-
spective countries? 
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4. Functional approach 

Chapter four of the country reports depicts which tasks are most prominent 
among Civil Society groups:  

 Service provision, 

 Advocacy, 

 Watchdog, 

 Mediaton, 

 Self-help, 

 Community building and solidarity or 

 Political deliberation? 

5. Claims approach 

To determine the incentive for action of the CSOs, in this chapter the central 
claims and themes are discussed. These could be: 

 environmentalism  

 animal welfare and rights 

 economic change or regulation 

 political change or regulation 

 human and civil rights 

 national security 

 prevention of racism and radicalism 

 etc. 

6. Organizational approach 

The final approach takes a look at the different organizational forms of CSOs 
and the prominence of them as well as the ratio between formal and informal 
groups and the activities of civil society.  

7. Conclusions 

Each country report finishes with an open conclusion to sum up the most im-
portant country-specific arguments, sites and strengths of civil society.  

The Civil Society Concept Used 

We refer to a concept of civil society that is based on domain-specific and nor-
mative principles. On the one hand, there are logics of action for several societal 
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spheres, essentially the market, the state and civil society. The action-logic of the 
civil society differs from the one in the market.  

While the long-term goals in the economic and political domains can be easily 
determined – making money and gaining or maintaining power respectively – the 
long-term goals in the area of civil society are more difficult to specify. Not only 
the goals but also the group of actors forgo easy definition. Social ills can often 
be identified as incentives for civil society action. Further motivational forces 
and goals of civil society action are: the need for civic values, the need for active 
citizenship, the need for watchdogs, the implementation of human and civil 
rights, the growing belief in the importance of self-organized collective and co-
operative action by citizens. 

Thus, the specific understanding of the concept of civil society subscribed to in 
this study can be summarized as follows: Civil Society comprises the formal and 
informal institutions, bodies and activities, which 

 have been voluntary established, 

 enjoy a minimum of coherence, 

 enjoy a minimum of sustainability, 

 are not primarily interested in making profits, 

 do not distribute profits to members or owners, 

 do not perform coercive government tasks and 

 have established autonomous governance procedures. 

Not included in our understanding of the term and therefore not included in the 
present study are trade unions and political parties. Action in private (among 
family and friends) must be distinguished from all other fields. 
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Part 1: Basic information  

According to the Hungarian Central Statistical Office (HCSO) online database 
and their publication Characteristics of the Nonprofit Sector, 2012 (2013), the econom-
ic and social impacts of the nonprofit sector measured by the number of organi-
zations, full-time-equivalent (FTE) employees and income have, with few excep-
tions, all developed steadily over the past twenty years, though at a different 
pace. Since 2008 this tendency has become very moderate with the exception of 
employment, and 2012 was the first time when all three measurements decreased 
compared to the previous year (see Figure 1.). Though the decrease in the num-
ber of organizations is not considerable, income has decreased by 3%, and FTE 
by 4%. This overall shrinkage of the sector hit hard the service provider non-
profit companies, where income has fallen by 10% and FTE by 4% while their 
number has not changed.  

 

Figure 1: The proliferation of NGOs after 1993 (HCSO, 2013) 

In 2012, 65,255 civil and nonprofit organizations operated in Hungary, one third 
(23,000) as foundations, and the rest as membership organizations. Ten years 
earlier the number of nonprofit organizations had been 53,000, and we could see 
the steady increase in numbers until 2009, after which there was a slight decrease 
(see Figure 2.). 
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Figure 2: The number of nonprofit organizations in the last ten years (HCSO, 2013)  

In 2012, there were approximately half a million volunteers engaged in the civil 
sector, that is 25% more than in 2003 (see Figure 3). Their contribution of 50 
million work-hours meant 24,000 FTE and its value 54 billion HUF (83 million 
EUR). This help was most relevant for smaller organizations that had an annual 
income of less than 50,000 HUF (175 EUR)1, where the value of volunteer work 
was over 20 times more than the financial income.  

There is no representative data on how much people engage in civil society activ-
ities other than volunteering. According to a recent small-scale survey every 
fourth person (26%) participated in a public meeting or gathering in 2013, and 
every eighth (12%) went to a demonstration; many signed a petition (23%), sev-
eral online (14%) (Péterfi, 2014). Since 2011, there have not been many strikes (1-
3-1 respectively in each year), while in 2001-2010 there were on average nine 
strikes annually (HCSO data). 

                                                      

1 In the paper we converted HUF to EUR based on the given year’s annual average rate as 
announced by the Hungarian National Bank. 
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Figure 3: The estimated number of volunteers in the last ten years (HCSO, 2013) 

The employment in the sector decreased by 4% from 2011 to 2012, and the total 
number reached over 144,000. There were more than 95,000 full-time and 
49,000 part-time workers that totalled 116,500 FTE. Two-thirds of full-time 
workers were employed by nonprofit companies and only one quarter by asso-
ciations and foundations. This accounted for almost 4% of the national economy 
employment, which is more than double than it was in 1993 (see Figure 4.). The 
average 2.2 M HUF (7,600 EUR) annual gross income of nonprofit sector work-
ers is 17% below the national economy average wage.  

54% of the financial resources are concentrated in the capital Budapest, while 
only 6% is left for the rural areas, which indicates a halt of the decrease in ine-
quality based on the different localities that had been observed for years. More 
than two-thirds of paid employees worked in Budapest and the county capitals, 
and only 6.5% were employed in villages. 45% of the state funding based on call 
for proposals was won by organizations seated in the capital. 
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Figure 4: Economic importance of the non-profit sector (1993-2012, HCSO 2013) 

We can also see that due to the higher economic potential civil society organiza-
tions are more active in the Western counties of Hungary (see Figure 5.). While 
the civil society organizations are numerous, most of them have a very low eco-
nomic potential; 45% of the organizations have an annual income of less than 
half a million HUF (1,750 EUR). 

In sum, we can conclude that the unfavourable economic and social environ-
ment had an impact on the development of the Third sector in Hungary. Alt-
hough statistical data from 2013 is still not available, we can infer that the NGO 
sector seems to be in a “roll back” situation, and we cannot exclude further long-
lasting negative effects due to rapid institutional and legal changes. 
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Figure 5: Relation between non-profit and economic features, 2006 (Kákai-Sebestény, 
2012) 

Part 2: The environment of civil society  

Relation to the state  

Public resources/funding: The economic and social crisis after EU accession 
had an impact on every field of civil society (Kákai - Sebestény). The Fidesz gov-
ernment of Viktor Orbán responded to the general scarcity of resources with the 
centralisation of the resources for CSOs and the exclusion of certain civic initia-
tives from their redistribution after the 2010 elections. This seriously affected the 
sector, as the most important funder of the civil society organizations had been 
the state, which provided funds via open or invitation calls and via service con-
tracts. If we consider the total income of the nonprofit sector in terms of EUR, 
the total income stagnated somewhat below 4.4 billion EUR during 2008-2012 
(with the exception of less than 4 billion in 2009).  

The state gives less and less to CSOs via calls for proposals and maintains con-
tracting-out and quota-based service support. The biggest NGO fund, the Na-
tional Cooperation Fund (former National Civic Fund) distributed only 3.2 bil-
lion HUF in 2012 (for 4,000 organizations), while in 2011 its basis was 4.4 billion 
HUF (for 9,800 organizations).  
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In 2012, 41% of the nonprofit sector’s income came from state and local gov-
ernments, which is 2% (10 billion HUF or 34.5 M EUR) less than the previous 
year. This decrease is due to the withdrawal of 26 billion HUF state support 
from public foundations and companies, while the civil society organizations in 
total received more state support (in HUF) than before. In 2012, associations 
and foundations (i.e. civil society organizations) received more than 150 billion 
HUF in the form of state funding, which accounted for 31% of their total in-
come, similarly to 2011. As this ratio was around 34-35% in 2006-2010 and 36% 
in 2005, we can conclude that the amount of the national and local state funding 
is decreasing for civil society organizations (see Figure 6.). 

 

Figure 6: The income structure of the nonprofit sector (HCSO, 2013) 

At the same time, “private funding” increased from 15% to 20%, because in 
statistical terms, it meant the increase of all foreign, including EU, funds, which 
affected just a few big actors of the sector.  

Facilitative/restrictive (legal/regulatory) factors: The legal/regulatory envi-
ronment of civil society has changed considerably in the last four years, which 
included the change of Constitution as well. Several laws were created, and pre-
vious legislations were abolished that affected CSOs directly. Veronika Móra 
(2012) provided a detailed analysis of the 2011/CLXXV Law on the Freedom of 
Association and the subsidy of non-governmental organizations, weighing its advantages 
and disadvantages. More transparency was demanded by the NGOs as a reaction 
to some spectacular scandals and crimes. There had been an outcry against high 
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corruption in Hungary in economic, political, and – to a lesser extent – in civil 
life. The nation-wide system of “Civil Information Centres” (CIC) was reformed, 
marking a return to a development concept of a local civil society, carried out by 
the first Orbán government (1998-2002). The aim to break the dominance of the 
capital Budapest, Western Hungary and of bigger internationally supported or-
ganizations and to decentralize the subsidy of civic organizations was pursued by 
every government with varying degrees of effort, but until recently social scien-
tific research and statistical evidence has not confirmed their efficiency. There 
was a general distrust and disappointment when the Orbán government gave the 
privilege of the CIC status to organisations, which were generally unknown or 
politically bound to the government.  

A new “National Cooperation Fund” replaced the former “National Civic Fund” 
in 2011. Even a leading member of this new organization, the social scientist 
László Kákai, criticized its structure and procedures (Kákai, 2013). After about 1-
2 years of experience, he stated that it did not succeed in facilitating processes 
and creating a more transparent organisational scheme. The new NCF is highly 
bureaucratic, working “top down”, and the “bottom up” control is not sufficient. 
The flaws of the former NCF organization have been reproduced, while collec-
tive decision-making processes diminished in favour of a very powerful, central-
ised presidential regime.  

Impact on policies and partnership: There are seminal problems in the part-
nership between the recent government and civil society. The Fidesz government 
re-modelled the institutions of partnership, but with problematic results accord-
ing to the NGOs. The two-third majority who supported the government has a 
paternalistic attitude towards civic organizations, a less pluralistic approach than 
its predecessors, and excludes some of the actors from the partnership and sup-
port. Several of the previously established partnerships and social forums were 
ended, became dormant or obsolete. 

Former leftist governments regarded and defined the civic sector organizations 
as “partners” in line with EU policy, and established different governmental bod-
ies to communicate with them. They institutionalised dialogue with civil society, 
but nowadays most of these bodies and channels are open to and accessible by 
organizations that are preferred by government policy.  

In June 2014, a major political scandal occurred when the government published 
a list of organizations and people who were supposed to be affiliated with oppo-
sitional parties. The government tried to exclude them not only from any gov-
ernment benefits, but also from foreign aid (the Norway Civil Grant Scheme, 
NCGS). The Government Control Office raided the offices of several of these 
CSOs, and demanded documents related to NCGS, though according to the 
Norwegian authorities they had no permission to do so. While Hungarian NGOs 
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protested, the government of Norway called for the Hungarian government to 
stop this “harassment”.  

Relation to the market and the national economy  

The civil sector in the national economy: During the past twenty years, the 
total income of the nonprofit sector compared to the GDP has modestly in-
creased, but it is still far below 5%. The development in employment is more 
dynamic, the market share has almost tripled, and the total number of employees 
has not changed. This means an increase in absolute terms as well. If we consider 
the average of these two indicators as the share of the sector in the economy, we 
can observe a steady increase, especially during the 2007-2011 period (see Figure 
4 above). 

Resources/funding: The HCSO uses the category of “private funding” for 
both foreign state support and other private sources. We can deduce from the 
structure of the funds that the ratio of support from companies and banks was 
an average of 35% during the last four years after the crisis and increased in 
nominal value constantly (see Figure 7.).  

 

Figure 7: The private sources of the nonprofit sector (Márkus, based on HCSO data) 

Facilitative/restrictive factors and hybrid zones: Most of the tax incentives 
that were introduced in the nineties to encourage financial or in-kind donations 
of citizens and companies for civil society organizations have been practically 
abolished.  
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Moreover, as there had been some fraud cases that involved transactions dis-
guised as donations, tax rules changed in a way that in-kind donations are now 
subject to VAT to be paid by the beneficiary, which often makes the transaction 
impossible. The legal framework for donations – with few exceptions, e.g. in the 
cultural sector does neither provide incentives for companies nor for citizens. 
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Impact on the market/company conduct: Even though the legislation is not 
supportive, we can observe that more and more companies implement corporate 
social responsibility policies (CSR) as part of their business, and these activities 
and programs have major positive effects for both the civil society organizations 
that get involved and the attitude of employees toward civil society and volun-
teering. Several large businesses and banks have established foundations to man-
age their programmes that include the mentoring of talents, organization of 
summer camps, etc. 

Trust in and expectations of citizens towards civil society groups  

The constant rise of volunteering in numbers (see Figure 3.) indicates that the 
attitude of people towards voluntary work has changed. One of the effects of 
communism, when voluntarism was compulsory, was that people felt bad about 
community services and withdrew themselves from most such actions.  

 

Figure 9: Level of public trust (based on Péterfi, 2014) 

Now that volunteerism is increasing, in both secular and faith-based organiza-
tions, we can observe the revival of community affiliation.  

Charity donations are scarce, especially compared to other parts of Europe (see 
Figure 8.). This is due to the lack of a donation culture, and the result of a gen-
eral suspicion that organizations are fraudulent. There have been several cases in 
the past years, where the corruption of civil society organizations received high 
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media attention. At the same time, CSOs have often been accused of political 
partiality in the past ten years. In some areas of civil society (e.g. youth) political 
bias is obvious and even admitted to by those involved, while in other cases this 
accusation is not justified or shared political interests derive from shared values 
(as in the case of green NGOs and political parties).  

The general level of public trust in institutions in Hungary is very low (Péterfi, 
2014), and as in other European countries, the lowest level of trust is towards 
political parties, politicians and the parliament. The good news is that civil-
nonprofit organizations are more trusted than any other organizations; local 
governments and churches are quite well trusted, too (see Figure 9.). 

In 2012, more than 13,000 nonprofit organizations made some kind of financial 
or in-kind donation: three quarters went to CSOs and one quarter to private 
individuals. The total sum of this is 133 billion HUF (460 million EUR), 90% of 
which was in cash. Most of these charity activities are not known to the public, 
as only the biggest charity organizations can afford publicity and PR tools. 

International funding  

As we can see in Figure 7 the number of international donors has become great-
er in the last few years and reached almost 50% of all private funding. 

EEA-Norway Civil Society Grants: The funding for NGOs aims at 
strengthening the role of civil society in the areas of social justice, democracy and 
sustainable development. Minorities and vulnerable groups often struggle to get 
their voices heard in society. A proportion of funds for Hungarian NGOs is 
earmarked for projects related to the Roma population and organisations, or 
activities driven by or for children and youth. In 2004-2009 a total of €7.9 mil-
lion was allocated to two NGO funds, the NGO Fund and the Environmental NGO 
Fund, supporting 240 projects. For the period 2009-2014, Hungary has been 
allocated €12.6 million for the NGO grant scheme out of the total €153.3 million 
of the EEA-Norway Grants. The number of project proposals for the NGO 
programme in Hungary indicates a lack of funding due to the economic crisis 
and the need for additional sources of funding; so far, 137 projects out of 1,404 
project applications have been selected. Among the first calls for proposals in 
2013, the over-subscription rate was ten times more than the funding available. 
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As of 1 July 2014, around 28% (€3.8 million, or 1.17 billion HUF) of the funding 
of the NGO Programme has been disbursed.2  

EU funding: The data on EU funded projects is freely accessib le on the web-
site of the contracting agency, so there has been 
some research on how these affected the civil 
society organizations. For the period 2007-2012 

CSOs have received 258 billion HUF (almost one 
billion EUR) via the European Social Fund and 
the Structural Funds (Reisinger–Hajós, 2013). 43% 
of this support was dedicated in TAMOP (Social 
Renewal Operational Program) projects for edu-
cation, health and civil society development pro-
grammes and one-third for the regional develop-
ment programmes (see Table 1).  

These programmes were practically available only 
for the big, financially well-established organiza-
tions that were capable of project management, 
pre-financing and – as often required – the provi-
sion of in-house contribution at a 10-50% rate. 
The programmes that were explicitly designed to 
help civil society organization programmes often 
provided 100% financing of project costs, but 
could still not cover the non-eligible costs that 
may occur.  

Visegrád Fund: The programme supports small-
er and larger scale projects that involve V4 coun-
try cooperation, and many Hungarian CSOs apply 
for their support. Their role is relevant in educa-
tion and cultural programmes. 

Private international funding: The big interna-
tional donor organizations (e.g. Soros Founda-
tion) played a crucial role until the EU accession, 
but recently their impact has been much smaller. The Open Society Fund is still 
active, and they support Roma projects and independent media channels. There 
are some other relatively smaller foundations (e.g. the German Friedrich- Ebert-

                                                      

2 http://eeagrants.org/News/2014/Supporting-civil-society-in-Hungary  

Table 1: EU Support for NGOs 
2007-2012 (Reisinger-Hajós, 
2013) 
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Stiftung, Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung, Hanns-Seidel-Stiftung, Friedrich Naumann-
Stiftung), but they are not very visible for the public. 

Part 3: Fields of activity approach  

In the nineteen-nineties more than half of CSOs were co-operating in spare time 
and advocacy. This rate was permanently decreasing, while the public “edu-
cultural” subsectors were developing. The health care and social care fields grew 
from 15% to 20%, and until 2010 we could also observe the strengthening of 
welfare services (culture, education, health care and social care, Kákai-Sebestény, 
2012; see Figure 10.).  

 

Figure 10: The changing functions in the NGO sector (Kákai-Sebestény, 2012) 

There were 56% public benefit organizations in 2011. This figure has decreased 
below 53%. We can expect further decrease in this group as new legislation is 
stricter for the public benefit status: some estimate that the proportion will go 
below 40% by 2015. In the different groups of activities we can find big differ-
ences in terms of income and the number of organizations. There are a great 
number of recreation and sports organizations, but their income is relatively 
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small. The financial situation of health and economic development organizations 
on the other hand is far better than average.  

Nowadays, 62% of foundations belong to three activity areas: education (32%), 
social services (16%) and culture (14%). Membership nonprofit organizations are 
engaged mostly in recreation (25%), sports (16%) and culture (12%). The total 
ratio of each activity in the nonprofit sector is displayed in Table 11. 

 

Figure 11: Number of organizations in the nonprofit sector (HCSO, 2013) 

Culture  

There are 8,500 organizations in the field of culture, and on average they had an 
income of 15 million HUF (€ 52,000) in 2012. 28% of them are registered in 
Budapest. 

These organizations can be divided into four categories (Harsányi-Kovács, 2002):  

Single-purpose. These are often small and work in the countryside, serving the 
promotion of specific cultural activities such as singing and acting. 
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Celebrity-founded. These organizations were launched and often endorsed by 
famous artists, typically with a “philosophy” or honourable mission. 

Cultural institution supporters. These are typically foundations that aim to main-
tain or support an existing cultural enterprise, and have above-average financial 
resources. 

Semi-state organizations are huge and often created by some governmental actor 
in the cultural sector.  

Education  

There are 8,700 organizations in the field of education, and on average they had 
an income of 14 million (€ 49 thousand) HUF in 2012. 25% of them are regis-
tered in Budapest. 

Most of these organizations are foundations established by a school in order to 
fundraise for the schools’ activities (e.g. language courses, summer camps) 
among parents, and in wealthier areas, among the alumni. Only a small propor-
tion of these foundations supports socially disadvantaged pupils. The biggest 
organization that is concerned with the education of Roma is Romaversitas, 
which supports training and scholarship programmes in higher education. The 
Romaversitas Foundation has been acting as a funder of university and college 
students for fourteen years.  

Talent programmes are well-organized all over Hungary: the Association of 
Hungarian Talent Support Organizations (MATEHETSZ) is a non-profit um-
brella organization that is represented in the National Talent Support Council. It 
is responsible for the selection and support of talented youth. It manages pro-
jects such as the National Talent Point or the European Talent Centre Budapest. 
The 3 year long Hungarian Genius Programme developed a nation-wide cooper-
ation network of talent support organizations and is running the recent Talent 
Bridges Programme. The Csányi Foundation, founded by Sándor Csányi, is help-
ing gifted children from disadvantaged backgrounds to nurture and develop their 
talent.  

The general situation in the field of education is characterised by centralising 
and conservative education policy, loss of autonomy of public schools, a 
chronic lack of resources, a ‘brain drain’ of university professionals, an overbur-
dening of school teachers with responsibilities, and the reproduction of prob-
lematic situations for disadvantaged groups. The university reforms have pro-
voked many protests in 2013, and resulted in the formation of a big informal 
civil network, the Network of Students (Hallgatói Hálózat, HaHa) and later the 
Network of Teachers (Oktatói Hálózat, OHA) and the Network of Secondary 
School Students (Középiskolások Hálózata, kiHa). The protesters managed to gain 
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the government’s attention and their activities contributed to the emergence of a 
“civil society of education”. However, after a protest peak was reached and negotia-
tions were made with the government, protest activities gradually diminished.  

  

Figure 12: NGOs according to activities (HCSO, 2013) 
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Research  

There are 1,360 nonprofit organizations in the field of research, and on average 
they had an income of 21.6 million HUF (74,000 EUR) in 2012. Regrettably, the 
R&D rate is still low, and estimated at 1.3% of the GDP in 2012, which ac-
counted for €1.16 Bn. Only 1% did not come from state, university or company 
funding. 

Health  

There were 3,000 organizations in the field of health in 2012. This is the strong-
est sub-sector of the nonprofit organizations, and though it represents only 5% it 
attracts the most income, and the average income per organization is 58.5 million 
HUF, over 200,000 EUR (see Figure 12). The most relevant civic organizations 
in the field are patient organizations for which the government recently estab-
lished a state partnership forum, the National Patients’ Forum (Nemzeti Be-
tegfórum). The biggest federation is probably the Hungarian Federation of Patient 
Organizations (Beteg-szervezetek Magyarországi Szövetsége, BEMOSZ). 

The general scarcity of resources in the health system provoked the implementa-
tion of a number of fiscal and policy schemes, which were sometimes contradict-
ing each other. The income of doctors and health personnel is dramatically low, 
which has generated a wave of migration of health professionals to Western 
countries. The protests of the young doctors (Rezidens Szövetség) gained recogni-
tion, and some improvements were made for young doctors and health person-
nel to slow down the ‘brain drain’. 

The best qualified doctors work in the private health sector in Hungary, so a 
patient receives second and third class treatment in public institutions, where he 
is expected to pay “gratitude money” to get good treatment. This situation re-
sults in a severe exclusion of the socially disadvantaged. The government shut 
down the EU-supported Patient Rights Public Fund (Beteg és Ellátottjogi 
Közalapítvány) in 2010, which up until then had defended the rights of the patient 
and represented their interest. The successor organisation National Patient Right 
Documentation Centre (Országos Betegjogi Dokumentációs Központ) was founded in 
2012. It has a “top down” approach, and an unapproachable, not patient-friendly 
profile.  

Social services  

There are 5,800 organizations in the field of social services, and on average they 
had an income of 18 million HUF (62,000 EUR) in 2012. 25% of them are regis-
tered in Budapest. 

The Hungarian welfare system is characterized as “liberal-capitalist” in the relevant 
literature. This means that socially disadvantaged, poor people and especially the 
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homeless, the Roma, single elderly, young people in detention and refugees are 
dependent upon the help of nonprofit organizations for their social integration. 
Concentrated mainly in Budapest and some other big cities (Debrecen, Miskolc, 
Győr, Pécs), social care, health service, and survival depend on the availability of 
social services provided by religious or secular NGOs. There are some interna-
tional networks with special programmes supporting the self-organization of 
disadvantaged people in Hungary.  

The most important players include the churches and their organization, some 
issue-based organizations, and many others, e.g. the Hungarian Maltese Service 
(Magyar Máltai Szeretetszolgálat), Anti-poverty Network (Szegénység Ellenes Hálózat), 
Hungarian Associations for Migrants (Menedék Migránsokat Segítő Egyesület), Shel-
ter Foundation (Menhely Alapítvány) and the Oltalom Charity Society. 

Sport  

There are 7,650 organizations in the field of sports, and on average they had an 
annual income of 8.8 million HUF (30,000 EUR) in 2012. Only 18% of them are 
registered in Budapest. They are numerous, and mobilize many people and vol-
unteers, but they generally do not have large financial resources (with the excep-
tion of some professional sports clubs). The public usually does not even con-
sider their sports club membership as an engagement with civil society. 

Religion  

The two biggest churches in Hungary are the Catholic (39% of the total popula-
tion, most of them Roman Catholic) and the Calvinist (11.6%), while Lutherans 
(2.2%) come third.3 They have historically been active in care, integration and 
education. Since the transition period new religious communities, some with 
oriental roots among them, spread in the country, and some actively participate 
in social work. The government policy is paternalist towards the legally recog-
nized churches and exclusive of the small and less established ones. As a result, 
now there are 32 legally recognized churches (LRC, similar to the German öffen-
tliche Einrichtung der Kirche) and approximately 150 registered “organizations en-
gaged in religious activity” (OERA). There were 1,400 nonprofit organizations in 
the field of religion, and on average they had an annual income of 5 million HUF 
(17,000 EUR) in 2012, before the legal environment changed. So these organiza-
tions are small, and most of them work in small cities, but use volunteers regular-
ly for their work. 

                                                      

3 Data of the 2011 census. 
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All big churches operate at least one nonprofit organization, the most relevant 
organizations being the Catholic Caritas, Hungarian Interchurch Aid (Ökomenikus 
Segélyszervezet), Maltese Charity, Baptist Charity, Lutheran Charity, Methodist 
Church, Hungarian Society for Krishna Consciousness (Magyarországi Krisna-
tudatú Hívők Közössége) and the Wesley Research Center for the Sociology of 
Church and Religion (Wesley János Lelkészképző Főiskola Szociológiai Kutatóközpont).  

Environment  

There are 1,800 nonprofit organizations in the field of environment protection, 
and on average they had an income of 29 million HUF (101,000 EUR) in 2012, 
which makes them “wealthy” compared to the others.  

The sector’s history and role was outlined by Móra (2008) as follows: “The first 
boom of the environmental NGO sector, which built on forerunners dating back 
before the political changes, lasted until the mid-nineties. By this time, the struc-
ture of networking and cooperation still operational today was established, too, 
including the annual National Gathering and the election/delegation system 
based on written rules, which are still unique in the Hungarian civil sector. Be-
sides local organizations, the nation-wide thematic alliances and the regionally 
operating ‘omnipotent’ NGOs, forming the professional basis and face of the 
movement were established or strengthened during this period as well. The envi-
ronmental movement has been since its beginning and still is an active opponent 
as well as shaper of Hungarian environmental policy, regardless of the colour of 
the actual government. […] Thus, NGOs are often pictured simply as protestors 
as agents hindering investment and infrastructural development. At the same 
time, their long-term, strategic solutions most often cannot reach the media 
threshold, therefore their awareness raising and educational work may be more 
successful in grassroots, face-to-face approaches.” (English excerpt, p.221) 

Development  

There are 1,900 nonprofit organizations in the field of economic development, 
and 4,000 in territorial development, and on average they had an annual income 
of 90 and 34 million HUF (314,000 EUR, 118,000 EUR) in 2012 respectively. 
There is, however, no statistical data available on humanitarian development 
organizations. Their umbrella organization Hungarian Association of NGOs for 
Development and Humanitarian Aid (HAND) has 16 members, that are very 
active in Romania, Kenya, India, Ukraine, Vietnam, to name a few. HAND has 
recently started to advocate in Hungary for Beyond 2015, which is a global civil 
society campaign, pushing for a strong and legitimate successor framework to 
the Millennium Development Goals. 
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Other  

The above categories account for two-thirds of the organizations in the nonprof-
it sector. The biggest group consists of 11,000 nonprofit organizations in the 
field of recreation and hobby, which on average had an annual income of 5.7 
million HUF in 2012. There are many different groups, such as unions, groups 
focusing on economic advocacy or security-oriented ones. In terms of theoretical 
importance, we shall look at the small group of 850 organizations that work in 
the field of human rights with an annual income average of 17.5 million HUF (€ 
60 thousand) in 2012. Compared to Western countries, the proportion of this 
sector is considerably smaller.  

Part 4: Functional approach  

It is difficult to distinguish between some of the functions listed, because within 
the profile of the individual organizations and their groupings these are often 
combined; for instance, advocacy groups provide services, too. The literature 
using the category of “advocacy” associates it with “watchdog”, “mediator”, and 
“political deliberation”. In the next chapter on “Claims” this will be divided into 
individual activities, such as “rights of citizens, ethnic minorities and migrants, 
the gay/lesbian community, the disabled”. Here we try to present the approaches 
of the existing literature, where these functions are not always differentiated. 

Service provision 

This is an important and growing function of civil society. According to Margit 
Kinyik (2009), there are considerable differences between service providers sup-
ported by the central respectively local budget, and the market-oriented service 
providers. She states that the three main types of support demand different 
structures, and administrations of the acting organizations. Sport is dominant in 
both budget supported categories, while the social and educational function is 
more relevant among the local budget organizations. Service provision is more 
substantial in the cities, first and foremost in the capital Budapest (ibid. pp.103). 
These organizations are highly professionalised in terms of infrastructure and 
human resources.  

Market-oriented organizations are most prominent in the areas of culture, sport, 
recreation and hobby. Their presence is stronger and more visible in Budapest 
and urban areas than in rural areas. The NGO’s entrepreneurs are highly skilled 
professionals. Of course, many organizations combine the different income 
sources, so there is a high overlap among the three groups. The crisis resulted in 
a decrease of local government support and polarised the central budget and the 
market dependent segments of service providers. (Statisztikai 2013, p.119. 3.)  
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“Service provision is also a function of growing importance in the Hungarian 
civil sector, a large number of new non-profit ventures have emerged in the last 
couple of years. The initiative mainly comes from the potential clients and other 
stakeholders (e.g. unemployed people, parents of disabled children) or enthusias-
tic professionals (teachers, librarians, social workers, artists etc.), but government 
authorities also appear among the founders (e.g. local governments establish 
non-profit companies specialised in water supply, road maintenance or cultural 
services).” (Kuti 2008, p.23) 

Service provision is a function of sports and hobby, health and social care, cul-
ture and economics and human rights NGOs as well. There is a high support 
from the central budget for them, and recently significantly less from the local 
governments. (Statisztikai 2013/119. p.3) The role of full-time professionals is 
high in the human resources; 64% in 2005 according to Kuti (2008, p.25) with 
only 8% volunteers. The ratio is just the opposite among advocacy organizations 
with 13% of their workforce full-time employees and 62% of volunteers. On the 
development tendencies within this segment Kákai and Sebestyén (2012) stated: 
“In the structure having evolved until 2010 we can observe the strengthening of the functions in 
welfare services (culture, education, health care and social care) and in those improving the 
protection and development of the living, the work place and natural environment. This process, 
of course, reflects the economic changes that took place in Hungary in those two decades (1993-
2010), the transformation of the social and public service systems and it also hides a shift from 
the ‘East –like’ sector structure towards the Western European model.” (Kákai-Sebestyén, 
2012. p.118) 

Advocacy 

Kuti (2008) used the term “Advocacy and human rights” and identified roughly 
10% of the sector with this activity or function (p.20). She maintains: “The small-
est group of the Hungarian non-profit sector is that of the advocacy and human rights organisa-
tions. The protection of human rights is especially underdeveloped… The organisations of em-
ployees are not too numerous and strong, either. The number of professional advocacy groups, 
enterpreneurs and farmers associations, chambers of commerce and industries, craftmen’s associ-
ations is somewhat higher. The majority of them are not only advocacy organizations. They 
provide their members with a series of services (e.g. administration, training, marketing)” 
(p.22) “Moreover, a lot of the private foundations are also active in different types of advocacy 
activities and building democracy. However, the prominent actors of advocacy are the public law 
associations, trade unions, business and professional associations, employers’ federations, while 
voluntary associations play the single most important role in building democracy…” (p.23). 
She stresses the high level of voluntary activities within this function; within the 
composition of human resources, volunteers are 8% in the service providers, and 
62% at the advocacy groupings in 2005 (p.25). 
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The dynamics of advocacy are interpreted by different authors somewhat differ-
ently, but with similar tendencies. Péterfi (2009) distinguishes between human 
rights defence, interest representation and advocacy. Between 1993-2006 both 
activities’ share within the sector has been diminishing; rights defence from 1.5% 
in 1993 to 1.4% in 2005. However, this slight difference in the number of organ-
izations and their share within the sector is counterbalanced by more profession-
alism, concentration of resources, and the establishment of the creative-
innovative actors of the segment, who gained in reputation and developed their 
activities. The share of advocacy groups was 12.1% of the sector in 1993, which 
shrank to 7% in 2006. This may have been the result of concentration processes 
among the interest representation organizations. According to Kuti, Péterfi and 
others these functions seem to be less developed than they should be, however 
partial successes and success stories are mentioned in the case studies (Ligeti 
2008, 178-179, Gerő-Fonyó 2013). The Hungarian Civil Liberties Union, HCLU 
(Társaság a Szabadságjogokért TASZ) started as a human rights organization and 
developed into the central actor in the field of human rights advocacy and politi-
cal deliberation. According to Ligeti (2009) the defence of human rights is a 
small but active segment, with partial successes. Sebestyén and Kuti (2004, 
p.668) characterised the advocacy function of the civil sector as “defensive, pro-
tective advocacy” and stated that “the service oriented, multipurpose character of most 
Hungarian voluntary organizations is becoming an obstacle to professional advocacy work.” 
The recent study of Kákai and Sebestyén (2012) presented a more sophisticated 
picture of the situation of the advocacy function segment. Meanwhile in the 
1993-2010 time span the relative share of advocacy diminished from 20% to 
12%, according to their interpretation (p.118), while its total income multiplied 
and was estimated at 100 billion HUF in 2010. Regarding the employees, Kákai 
and Sebestyén conclude: “The number of employees by organizational types [...] makes it 
clear that the 18 years of continuous development is only due to the quasi non-profit subsector 
which, at the same time, means that the foundations, associations and advocacy organizations 
were unable to create jobs in the given period.” (p.125) 

Watchdog 

Kuti (2008) identifies this function as the most underdeveloped one: “the protec-
tion of human rights is especially underdeveloped. The capacity of self-
organization seems to be especially weak among the people in need who might 
also suffer from social discrimination. The solidarity towards them could allevi-
ate this problem, but under the present conditions, it generally takes the form of 
charitable behaviour.” (p.22)  

This may be statistically relevant, but a high quality of the activities seems to be 
helpful in counterbalancing the low number of organizations. This function is 
not very prominent so far, and there is an urgent need for extending it in order 
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to meet the challenges of the second term (2014-2018) of the two third majority 
Fidesz government. According to some international organizations (Human 
Rights Watch, Helsinki Committee, etc.) the majority of the centre right party 
politics tend to run counter to UN and EU standards of human rights for many 
groups such as the homeless, LGBT, students, public workers and the disabled. 
This fact calls for the extension and intensification of civic human rights de-
fence. The seemingly low number of acting organizations is counterbalanced by 
their multifunctional character and professionalism as well as their international 
and multifunctional networking activities.  

The bigger, internationally bound organizations have very influential global and 
European partners, high-level professionalism, and moreover developed a central 
role in combining the functions of mediation, political deliberation and advocacy 
(Gerő-Fonyó, 2013). After the upheavals in the autumn of 2006, when police 
and demonstrators clashed in Budapest, a broader movement for defending the 
rights of protest and free speech was established. This resulted in a more vivid 
and pluralistic “sector” than before since “conservative” oriented type of organi-
zations also moved into the watchdog function. After the 2010 Fidesz electoral 
victory a new, more liberal wave of human rights activism was mobilised, and the 
human rights “frame” was disseminated throughout the active civil society.  

Péterfi (2009) stresses the combination of watchdog function with community 
development and solidarity. However, protest and participation research revealed 
the extension of both activities, which occurred in the framework of civic and 
political organizations, especially among youth and student activities (Máté 
Szabó, 2014; Andrea Szabó 2012, 2014). This resulted in the establishment of a 
differentiated watchdog, advocacy, mediator and political deliberation segment in 
the autumn 2013 protest (Krasztev-Til, 2013). The human rights framework was 
often referred to by the student organizations during these protest waves. 

Ligeti (2008) gave an analysis of the best practices in this field and mentioned the 
multifunctional character of the above-mentioned HCLU; they organize cam-
paigns, training activities, legal analysis, protest, mediation and are involved in 
community development. We can observe this combination among the estab-
lished organizations, National Office on Ethnical, Minority Rights (Nemzeti és 
Etnikai Kisebbségi Jogvédő Iroda, NEKI), Amnesty International, Hungarian Helsinki 
Committee or the LGBT organizations (Lux 2013), and some of the Roma and 
disabled organizations as well (Ligeti, 2008. pp.178-179). The main services of 
watchdog organizations according to Ligeti are as follows (ibid. p.181): 

 Cultural penetration, consciousness raising 

 Information Services 

 Training for multiplicators 
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 Legal representation  

 Interest articulation and legal defence 

The number of volunteers has decreased between 1995 and 2005 but the number 
of volunteers at watchdog organizations has grown (ibid p.182). Mainly students 
of law, social sciences and social services were participating as volunteers. The 
relation to the changing governments is differentiated. Nowadays, these organi-
zations feel marginalized, and in fact, many legal and constitutional changes re-
duced the efficient watchdog activities since 2010. This resulted in a sort of 
“nostalgia”; the initiatives wish the former constitutional and legal setting back. 
According to the activists the forms of partnership are formal, and their criticism 
receives less attention by the decision-makers. They try to articulate their criti-
cism and protest in international, especially European forums, e.g. the Strasbourg 
Court. The strong state enhanced networking and revived watchdog umbrella 
organizations; however, many of them became allied with oppositional parties 
that no longer have their civic character. A typical case of this dynamics was the 
“Milla” movement (Krasztev-Til, 2013. pp.267-367). As the business sector is 
cautious to give support to harsh criticism of the current government policies, 
these organizations seek foreign support. The publicity of watchdog activities is 
also badly needed in view of the monopolization tendencies of public media. 

Mediation 

Mediation is not wide-spread in conflict resolution, but it is practiced more and 
more and regulated by the Act LV of 2002 on Mediation and the Act CXXIII of 
2006 on Mediation in criminal proceedings. We can find some examples, where 
civil society organizations are involved in environmental issues, labour disputes, 
health or criminal processes. This activity is not common, so there are a few 
associations and foundations that aim at the popularization of mediation. There 
are some professional and semi-professional NGOs in this segment, which in-
volve lawyers, psychologists and mediators. The umbrella organization of media-
tors, the National Society for Mediation (Országos Mediációs Egyesület, OME) was 
established in 2008. 

Self-Help 

Self-help activities are spread across the Roma segment and among the poor 
people and the disabled. People suffering from deprivation and vulnerability try 
to empower themselves by community action, consciousness raising, training and 
interest representation in their relevant issues (Péterfi, 2009). Networking is one 
of their major activities. Thus, people facing the same or similar deprivation are 
encouraged to co-operate in the self-help community. Community, participation 
and different services for the self-help activities are mixed in the case of the un-
employed, disabled and Roma population etc. They develop projects with the 
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support of local, national or international organizations, where professionalism 
and volunteerism is combined. The professional developers and the excluded, 
deprived local groups build civic coalitions, where the professional side invests in 
the development, and the recipients are empowered through the project by con-
sciousness raising and skill development for individual participation and collec-
tive decision-making. This is characteristic of community building processes and 
political deliberation. The crisis created challenges for these three functions: 
while there are fewer resources and less private, public and international support 
available, the need for these activities increased as a result of the crisis. 

Community-building solidarity 

This function is highly intertwined with the previous one. However, not only 
deprived or vulnerable people, but also professionals, local inhabitants, or other 
groups (e.g. hobby communities) use this strategy. The 25-year-old Hungarian 
Association for Community Development (Közösségfejlesztők Egyesülete, 
Köfe) in cooperation with Autonomy Foundation (Autonomia Alapítvány) and the 
Alliance of Social Workers (Szociális Szakmai Szövetség) works on trainings and 
networking for the empowerment of poor people, Roma and the homeless. Pro-
fessionals integrate community strategy planning and methodology in the lo-
cal/urban neighbourhood renewal projects, and design complex development 
strategies for infrastructural development, sustainable work, leisure, housing, 
employment and participatory procedures for active citizens. Community devel-
opers strongly rely on consultancy, urban planning and androgology methods, 
and the range of their projects range from urban middle classes to ghetto Roma 
communities in small villages. They focus on crisis prevention and on conflict-
resolution and mediation as well (Peták et.al. 2014). 

Political deliberation 

“Whatever is their actual field of activity, building democracy is one of the cru-
cial roles of the Hungarian civic organizations. The majority of them try to ex-
press and actively address the needs of smaller or bigger groups of citizens. They 
usually share their efforts between meeting the socio-psychological and practical 
needs of their members and representing their interests. To some extent, the 
presence of a large and varied civil sector is a guarantee of pluralism and diversity 
in itself. Even voluntary groups performing ordinary activities embody some 
principles of civil society. In addition, numerous civil organizations were estab-
lished with the specific aim to promote cultural, ethnic, religious and linguistic 
diversity, to educate citizens and encourage social participation, to develop local 
information networks, and to actively influence policy making. 

Civil organizations play several important roles in introducing, shaping and im-
plementing policies. Sometimes they concentrate on solving problems through 
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launching alternative or innovative service provision. In many other cases they 
try to shape public policy through providing the government with feedback on 
its ideas and proposals. It also happens that civic organizations take the initiative, 
develop their own policy alternatives and try to play the lead in the dialogue with 
government and political decision-makers.” (Kuti, 2008. p.22.) 

“one of the methods of participation in introducing, shaping and implementing 
policies most frequently used by Hungarian NPOs is to act as ‘alternative poli-
cymakers’ [...] This ‘problem-solving approach can be quite fruitful, can efficient-
ly influence the decisions of the ‘professional policymakers’ and can result in 
some kind of social control of the changes in the welfare mix” (Kuti, 2002. pp. 
5-6) 

There are heated discussions about how far civic and political activities may be 
combined or set apart. However, certain forms of political activities, like party 
politics and parliamentary elections, are excluded from the civic organizations 
profile. Nevertheless, the interest representation in its broader sense include 
differentiated forms of alternative policy making and other forms of political 
activities, on the local, regional, national and global-international level. Interest 
representation and advocacy organizations are involved in the political processes 
on these levels. The local governments and civic organizations axis gained par-
ticular recognition in the Hungarian discourses (Kákai, 2004). A lot has been 
published about how local civic participation should be channelled by CSOs and 
that local decision-making, strategic planning, resource redistribution and control 
should be organised by the local civil society. Case studies and experimental pro-
grammes were analysed; however, these issues received less attention when the 
regionalization programmes were stopped and centralising tendencies gained 
momentum. 

Part 5: Claims approach  

Environment 

Environmental claims were at the forefront of the reorganization of civil society 
in Hungary during the 80s. One may be tempted to wonder whether the permis-
siveness and openness of the late communist system was higher in this field than 
when human rights, or the general “Green wave” reached Hungary. Neverthe-
less, more than 700 environmental NGOs were listed in 1993 and they almost 
doubled until 2003, with their growth still continuing. However, this number is 
less than 5% of the overall sector. This segment is well organized, a nation-wide 
network has been implemented and received governmental support throughout 
the 90s by the Ministry of Environment, and further partial successes were 
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achieved in different areas. There is a wide spectrum of agents, ranging from the 
politicized (Green party supporters) to rather scientific organizations (think 
tanks), operating on national, regional and local levels, and engaging with differ-
ent important environmental areas (such as pollution, garbage management, 
energy consumption and production, heating, housing etc.), from protest to 
“bio” life style, etc.  

Among the environmental claims, the protest against the construction of the big 
Czechoslovak–Hungarian Danube dam issue was the first big case (1988-1989). 
It ended with partial success: though the Hungarian government stopped the 
construction, the Slovak government finished the investment unilaterally, thus 
causing ecological damage for Hungary as well. No real civic movement was 
developed in Hungary related to the nuclear power plant issue. Sectorial and 
local pollution issues related to industry and traffic have been raised. Proactive 
goals such as a sustainable economy, an increase of reservation areas, environ-
mentally friendly technologies and architectural rules, or nutrition rules are on 
the agenda too. The young, urban, educated middle classes in Budapest and big-
ger cities support environmental claims. These are less relevant to the local 
population of the rural areas, and generally not relevant at all to the inhabitants 
of the poor areas.  

Although environmental awareness spread among the middle classes in Hungary, 
the general environmental culture is much less developed than in the Western 
countries. The Green movement suffered several backlashes after the EU acces-
sion. Before the accession the environmental issues were supported by govern-
mental agencies to keep up with EU requirements, but after accession govern-
mental support diminished and partnership weakened. This wave of setbacks 
continued after 2010, with the dissolution of the governmental Agency for Envi-
ronment, and by diminishing the influence of the public voice in technology and 
investment planning and implementation. Veto and deliberation spaces by public 
initiatives of the inhabitants were reduced by legislation. The crisis supported 
industrialism and development, and the awareness of ecological issues among the 
population and the political elite lessened. But the Green NGOs are still active 
and their relevance within this less favourable economic, social and political con-
text is growing. Since 2010 there is a Green party (Politics Can Be Different, 
LMP) represented in parliament, which gives voice to the environmental issues 
and builds coalitions with environmental movements and initiatives on special 
issues. However, they are clearly working within the boundaries of the political 
system, despite their emphasis on civic engagement. 

Animal rights 

There are few initiatives that use the possibilities of the legislation on animal 
protection to go to court or to protest in case of torture, abuse or neglect of 
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animals. Their work receives media attention, and they are very active and suc-
cessful in the 1% Personal Income Tax campaigns. The White Cross Association 
even established the Office of the Civil Ombudsman for Animal Protection at 
their own expense in 2009. There are quite some organizations for the protection 
of strayed dogs, and some others with an international background, e.g. WWF 
Hungary and Herman Otto Animal and Environment Protection Association 
(member of the World Society Protection of Animals). 

Public policies 

Although policy making is not the task of civil society, there are advocacy initia-
tives to evaluate, criticize and formulate alternatives to existing public policies. 
These activities are common in the area of environmental, social, health, local 
development and economic development policies. Few organizations are special-
ized in policy analysis, and many try to formulate alternatives in line with their 
professional background or expertise (chambers or other organizations of medi-
cal doctors, lawyers, architects, educators). Some international organizations 
support these activities in Hungary and in the region, e.g. the Open Society 
Foundation or the Regional Environmental Centre, as well as some specialised 
UN and EU organizations. International networking is closely related to these 
types of claims.    

Economic 

Economic development is the claim of more than a thousand organizations, and 
according to statistics they have the highest financial support and budget (annual 
313,000 EUR on average). Their general and specific aims include the promotion 
and enhancement of entrepreneurial skills, economic network building, interest 
representation of the members in governmental and local bargaining, interna-
tional relations, and consultancy. Of course any other claim involves economic 
activities, such as environmental claims or interest representation.  

Political (working of political institutions) 

Specific categories of this general claim are to be found in the following eight 
categories. All of them are related to the structure of the political institutions. A 
general improvement of the political system is not on the agenda of a civic or-
ganization but of a political party. During the 90s there were permanent initia-
tives by civic organizations and their alliances to try to restructure the character 
of the Hungarian political system: in the direction of presidentialism, or bicamer-
al parliament with a civic chamber, or a more direct democratic profile. These 
initiatives may still exist, but they were unsuccessful and they have been exhaust-
ed. Some of the recently established organizations follow a similar pattern, being 
civic bodies but having general political programmes. There are organizations 
reclaiming civic character, but participating on the national or the European 
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elections (and the upcoming local elections in the autumn of 2014). Some of 
them reached certain modest electoral results, but nevertheless remained under 
the threshold required for representation (E.g. the Civic Movement of Mária 
Szepes, or the campaign “Haza nem eladó” Our country is not for sale!). They 
were supported by the new electoral system first implemented in 2014, which 
encouraged the smaller political organizations to participate, but ultimately ex-
cluded them from being represented due to its majoritarian system. 

Issue specific, but also broader criticism of the Hungarian political system is 
voiced by various NGOs (Transparency International Hungary, or Eötvös Ká-
roly Policy Institute, EKPI, 2003). They prepare reports, assessments, and carry 
out research in their specific subject areas. Emphasis has been placed first and 
foremost upon corruption, then on changing public policy subjects, and recently 
on the state of democracy and constitutionalism in Hungary. Some of the NGOs 
are related to international networks, e.g. EKPI has a rather international net-
work cooperating closely with human rights initiatives, which provide materials, 
problems, cases to their analyses, and they often have common public debates 
and announce statements on political and human rights issues. 

Human and civil rights 

Our initial hypothesis is that the Hungarian government is not fulfilling its obli-
gations regarding the defence of human rights by UN and EU regulations. 
Where references are made to international and European law, this comprises 
the reactive argumentation strategy. That is, human rights are defended by al-
ready existing legal standards in the fields of ethnic, gender, social, health, disa-
bled, minors, environment, data protection and freedom of information, immi-
grant etc. Another line of argumentation is proactive, as the plea for extending 
legal defence facing challenges such as gender quota, affirmative action, special 
defence, special procedure, and the innovation and development of law making 
processes. The proactive discourse and demands were dominant after the transi-
tion and before EU accession, but after the crisis and the two-thirds majority of 
Fidesz, the reactive discourse and claim making became dominant. The human 
rights initiatives paid permanent attention to vulnerable groups, but the crisis and 
the dominance of Fidesz created new foci e.g. the rights of demonstration, the 
issue of debtor’s expulsion from their homes, the right to free speech in view of 
the media law, the freedom and autonomy of civil society in view of governmen-
tal interference in Norway Fund, the rights of LGBT people in view of police 
work at the Budapest Gay Pride, the rights of prisoners in highly overcrowded 
prisons, etc. This is a field with some professionals, more amateurs and a few 
well-known actors, but with influential and permanent claims among the atten-
tion of international networks and with dense national networking. 
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National security, foreign policy 

This segment is a small sector, covering only around 2%, which has been perma-
nently developing since 1993. Country-to-country, city-to-city relations, solidari-
ty, international organizations (UN and its specialized organs, NATO, V4), and 
especially EU related organizations all have their Hungarian partner civic organi-
zations (Európa Ház, House of Europe). Hungarian civil society, as a community 
of a small country, is highly dependent on international aid, support, networking 
and exchange in terms of economic, social and cultural capital. Cooperation in 
itself comprises an important resource. It is important to note that a few million 
Hungarians live in the neighbouring countries (and there is a “Hungarian civil 
society” in Romania and Slovakia), thus, international relations are important for 
Hungary in this respect.  

The Ministry of Defence has its “own civil society” consisting of organizations 
that are somewhat connected to national security, e.g. warfare related sports and 
hobby, cultural heritage, organizations of war orphans and widows, and the cul-
tural activities, hobby, sport and music related to the military forces. 

Working of judiciary system and police 

This field fully overlaps with watchdog and human rights initiatives. These civil 
rights organizations become active when judicial and administrative decisions, 
policies, constitutional procedures in their substance and form harm the human 
rights of Roma people, women, disabled or any other member of vulnerable 
groups. There are some civic organizations of judges and policemen with inde-
pendent and critical orientation. The main claims are against police and judicial 
corruption as well as in favour of transparency, judicial and police reforms in-
tended to consider especially Roma and also LGBT rights. The Independent 
Police Trade Union (Független Rendőrszakszervezet) is a strategic interest representa-
tion of policemen sometimes in intensive conflict with the official police authori-
ties.  

Against radical right and left 

In Hungary there is no imminent perception of danger by the radical Left, and 
the issue is irrelevant. 

Since 2006 we can observe a dynamic development of the radical right within 
and outside the parliament. Jobbik, the extreme right-wing party has gained a big 
parliamentary party in the 2014 elections, leaving the divided opposition of the 
Left behind. The anti-extremist protests now claim “Stop Jobbik”, though before 
the “civil association” Hungarian Guard (Magyar Gárda), an extremist militarist 
group seemed the biggest threat to them. 



40 Hungary 
 

 

Political and civil-political organizations are regularly protesting against political 
parties, making reference to special issues related to Roma, Jew, LGBT and other 
minority rights. There were protest coalitions of organizations, sometimes in-
cluding the governing Fidesz, too. Some umbrella organizations were launched 
to manage these large cooperations, but they did not receive permanent recogni-
tion. Most of the Left and Liberal oriented organizations as well as ethnic and 
human rights organizations dedicated themselves to fight against the far right, 
but there are no specialized organizations or permanent cooperations for this 
purpose.  

Gender issues 

Gender issues are relevant in Hungary, but only a small number of organizations 
are devoted to this issue. They have different foci, from goals of Western femi-
nism to conventional interest representation in economics and politics. Main 
issues include equal rights and equal participation of women in economic and 
political leadership, equal access to employment and research, special defence 
against sexual exploitation and violence within and outside of the family. There 
are temporary issues, which provoke coalitions among the organizations, such as 
the family violence scandal of a Fidesz MP in 2013 (who had allegedly beaten up 
his wife, but refused to admit having done so), which resulted in a common pro-
test wave of women’s organizations.  

These organizations are involved in national and international networking, and 
sometimes get media coverage, but still face the patriarchal values of society. The 
Hungarian Women’s Lobby (Magyar Női Érdekérvényesítő Szövetség) advocates gen-
der equality in economics and politics, while the single issue organization 
NANE, Women's Rights Association (Nők a Nőkért Együtt az Erőszak Ellen) 
provides counselling and legal services to the victims of domestic violence, the 
Hungarian Women’s Foundation (Magyarországi Női Alapítvány) works in educa-
tion and awareness raising on equal chances, the Association of Hungarian 
Women in Science (Nők a Tudományban Egyesület) works for gender equality in 
research, while the Association against Patriarchy (Patriarchátust Ellenzők 
Társasága) is a feminist organization. 

Rights of ethnic groups/immigrants 

In Hungary there are thirteen officially registered ethnic minorities, and accord-
ing to the 2011 census more than 600,000 people declared to belong to them (in 
actual fact, their number is possibly much larger). The minorities shall enjoy 
every right of the Hungarian civil and special rights such as using their own lan-
guage in official procedures and the election of cultural self-government and 
political representation. In 2014, during the election, each minority, who each 
has a seat in parliament, but no full mandate of an MP, has appointed spokes-
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men in parliament for the first time. Cultural local government will be elected in 
the autumn of 2014. Every minority has some cultural and other type of NGO 
and an official minority representation, which has government support with 
regard to its budget and activities. Problems related to their social and cultural 
background, e.g. language issues, have minor importance, but they make some 
public demands in local and central representative bodies (like scarcity of re-
sources, issues related to participation). 

The biggest group, the Roma, suffer exclusion from employment and many pub-
lic services of education, health and care, and they are victims of severe discrimi-
nation. The Roma population in Hungary (315,000 according to the census, but 
around 900,000 in actual reality) demands special attention as their treatment 
constitutes a pivotal problem in every respect. According to the Report of the 
Norwegian Helsinki Committee (2013) “Roma are discriminated against in almost all 
fields of life […] in employment, education, housing, penal institutions, and access to public 
health […] Challenges related to the Roma population are numerous and include poverty, poor 
education, discrimination and unemployment. […] The major social and structural upheavals 
in Hungarian society since the collapse of communism, coupled with increasingly open discrimi-
nation, have had a disproportionately large and negative impact on Roma, whose lose social 
status, lack of access to education, and isolation makes them relatively unable to defend them-
selves and their interests”. Based upon this realistic as well as pessimistic analysis we 
may conclude that the low social capital of Roma does not allow them to rely on 
their own resources to be the engine of their inclusion. The civic organisations of 
Roma articulate their ethnic, social and cultural demands; however, they need 
spokesmen from the majority of civil society. 

The majority of the Hungarian society, as well as international funds and net-
works have already helped and supported the Roma communities with respect to 
their social integration, and within their articulation of demands for and defense 
of their endangered basic and special rights. „Some of the Roma, already pushed to the 
edge of society and subjected to prejudice, are unable to use the benefits offered, in principle, by 
the system of equal opportunities, their integration seems unrealistic, even though the amount of 
support allocated to the improvement of the situation of the Roma minority has been multiplied 
since the country’s democratic transition and the supporting system and the assistance pro-
grammes also have become more complex.” (Hajas-Szabó, p.14) 

Discrimination against vulnerable groups and Roma is all-pervasive, and be-
comes apparent in their exclusion from education, public life, the labour market 
etc. The problem of discrimination against poor people, especially the homeless, 
unemployed, disabled, foreigners/refugees, prisoners, gay and lesbian groupings 
and some youth subcultures is addressed by civic initiatives and human rights 
networks, e.g. the Hungarian Helsinki Committee, the Hungarian Civil Liberties Union 
(HCLU) and some other civic initiatives. Equal rights and special minority rights 
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need to be represented actively in the different official procedures against gov-
ernment and majority harassments, such as exclusion from education. 

In a public interview given in April 2014, Ferenc Gazsó, a senior educational soci-
ologist and former education policy maker, maintained that the Hungarian edu-
cational system in its existing form does not further the social mobility and ac-
cumulation of cultural capital of excluded marginal and disadvantaged groups, of 
Roma, poor and rural inhabitants. Consequently, he stressed the urgent need for 
innovations to be made within the system of education. Statistics show that 75% 
of Roma students are disadvantaged. In many cases they are qualified as not fully 
mature to “normal” schools, and sent to schools for children with special needs, 
thereby undermining the anti-segregation efforts. The majority of Hungarian 
families try to avoid integrated schooling for their children, therefore they enrol 
their children in private or religious schools, where there are only non-Gipsy 
students and pupils. “Sections, lessons in rated groups, integration classes… are organised 
in order to solve segregation by an internal rating system, keeping up the appearance of objectivi-
ty.” (Hajas-Szabó, p.32) Many such cases of direct or indirect segregation are made 
public in the media by civic and human rights initiatives, and brought to court 
with changing results. Education could ensure social mobility, but the counter-
productive mechanisms of the education system erect barriers and reproduce the 
low social capital of the Roma, the disabled and the disadvantaged. Thus, the 
number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds participating in the higher 
education stagnates at a very low level.  

The marginalized Roma or other vulnerable groups could be empowered to en-
ter the labour market only with the help of concentrated policy action. The prob-
lems were that public workers have less legal defence in their jobs than the nor-
mal labourer and the conditions of their work are worse. Their salary is below 
the minimum wage. Municipalities decide on the employment, and this decision 
increases discrimination against a perceived lack of “acceptable” and “orderly” 
family and social life. All of these factors exacerbate the already precarious living 
situation of the public workers, especially of the Roma. 

Refugees caught by the authorities on Hungarian territory without valid resi-
dence permit often come under temporary detention. Their situation is worse 
than that of criminals in prison. The short-term goal of the human rights de-
fenders is to attain more humane treatment in the procedures and the detention, 
especially for women and minors. The long-term goal is the integration of refu-
gees with accepted legal status into the Hungarian society. The aim of NGOs is 
to develop solidarity with refugees among the population and the authorities and 
to encourage the latter to support them. (Sík, 2007)  
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Rights of gays/lesbians 

Gay and lesbian issues emerged after the transition in Hungary, when the first 
organizations and activities during the 90s faced official exclusion on different 
levels (e.g. difficulties to register associations with “provocative labels”, intoler-
ance towards demonstrations, meetings and festivals). This countermovement is 
still alive and recently gained further support from the growing homophobic 
extreme right. However, a small but active network of gay and lesbian initiatives 
was established, and became integrated into civil society. Their most visible and 
very divisive issue is the annual “Pride” march in Budapest, which is part of a 
global event and action day. The preparation, its scope and character, the police 
activities, the counter-demonstrations, the list of speakers, the presence and ac-
tivities of VIPs and celebrities are covered by the national press and attain great 
publicity before, during and after the march and related events of the LGBT 
festival. Recently, the event has become more established, and there is a shift 
towards acceptance by the public, even though the counter-demonstration is 
always there. During this event all the manifold issues that unite the LGBT and 
the supportive human rights organizations come to the fore; tolerance, ac-
ceptance, equal opportunities, special defense, the right to family, marriage and 
children, publicity etc. (Lux, 2013).  

The main initiatives are the Background Society for the Gay (Háttér Társaság a 
Melegekért) that provides service, legal aid, community building; the Labris Lesbi-
an Association (Labrisz Leszbikus Egyesület) that is active in community building, 
visibility, publications, education; and the Hungarian LMBT Association (Magyar 
LMBT Szövetség) which is an umbrella organisation of many organisations that 
serve the purpose of interest representation, equal opportunities, identity and 
community building. Amnesty International Hungary is also very active in this 
area of human rights. 

Rights of the disabled 

According to official data, 5.7% of the entire Hungarian population lives with 
some disabilities, while the real number is estimated to be 10%. Their problems 
are related to the labour market, costs of special facilities and devices, special 
medical services, special education needs and discrimination. An ombudsman 
investigation in 2012-2013 concluded that the tendering system aimed at improv-
ing the employment situation of people with disabilities is unpredictable and 
chaotic in its current form, and it does not allow the elaboration and implemen-
tation of long-term strategies for their employment (Hajas-Szabó, p.70). It stated 
that “the training of people living with disabilities cannot be separated from their successful 
employment” (Ibid. p.71.) A particular problem is the discrimination against the 
mentally disabled, some of whom live in large, controlled institutions. According 
to EU directives, such institutions should not provide housing for more than 50 
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patients. At the moment, most of the disabled live in bigger institutions. A gov-
ernment programme aims to reduce and reorganise these institutions in a time 
span of 25 years.  

The Hungarian society is generally prejudiced against and intolerant towards the 
disabled, as villages rejected to the erection of small, new type of homes for the 
mentally disabled.  

The access to healthcare services for people with special needs is very restricted, 
for example in the case of autism there are only centrally located special treat-
ment and education institutions available. Thus, families with autistic children 
have to make long journeys to access special needs institutions, or move to plac-
es where these services are available. The very same situation is to be found in 
every case of special care-dependent elderly, mentally- or otherwise disabled 
people. There are no mobile services, only central care and service providers, 
which is a heavy burden for the patients and their families. Inquiries have shown 
discrimination against pupils and students with disabilities in different areas such 
as language exams, accessibility to curricula and to work experience. There are 
diverging concepts of disability at different higher education institutions, and 
student exemptions and benefits. 

Hungary joined the relevant UN and EU treaties on the disabled, but it is far 
from fulfilling their requirements. The inclusion of the disabled into the educa-
tion system, the labour market and public life has serious barriers to accessibility 
in the form of discriminative legal institutions, formal and informal exclusion 
processes and the general scarcity of resources in all of these fields because of 
the effects of the economic and financial crisis. In each field, for instance the 
labour market, there are specific policies and administrative solutions needed to 
implement the inclusion of the disabled. These should be developed with the 
participation of civic initiatives of the disabled and their professional helper’s 
associations and civic organizations. Existing partnerships are fragile, and the 
results thereof are neglected by the decision-makers the same way as the re-
quirements of UN and EU treaties and policies. NGOs’ demands are full provi-
sion of international human rights, general access to education, employment and 
public services, and institutionalization of specific rights for the disabled regard-
ing their private and public life such as housing or participation in national and 
other elections.  

There are two main public institutions on mental health: the Judicial Monitoring 
and Mental Hospital (Igazságügyi Megfigyelő és Elmegyógyintézet), which has been in a 
scandalous and horrible condition for decades, and the National Institute of 
Psychiatry, OPNI – which was closed down by a previous government without a 
successor with the promise to be renewed and reopened, but not much has hap-
pened in the past years. The existence and proper functioning of the two institu-
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tions is crucially important to the defense of the interests of the disabled and the 
mentally disabled, but it is seemingly neglected. Civic organizations demand ade-
quate solutions for both of them.  

The main claims of the sector are: 

 Enhancement of visibility, in order to guarantee that the voice of the civil 
society is heard 

 Support of self-help and self-organization: Efficient partnership pro-
grammes, flexible and decentralized services instead of bureaucratic-
centralized huge institutions 

 Discourse and education programmes, with which paternalism and intol-
erance could be shifted towards inclusion and tolerance 

 Monitoring of the fulfillment of international and EU treaties (Könczei 
2007) 

There are many relevant civic organizations in the field: Hungarian Federation of 
the Blind and Partially Sighted (Vakok és Gyengénlátók MVGYOSZ), Hungarian 
Disability Civil Caucus (Magyar Fogyatékosügyi Civil Caucus), Special Olympics 
Hungary (Magyar Speciális Olimpiai Szövetség), National Federation of Disabled 
People’s Associations (Mozgáskorlátozottak Országos Egyesülete, MEOSZ), Hungari-
an Association for People with Intellectual Disability (Értelmi Fogyatékosok Or-
szágos Érdekszövetsége, EFOÉSZ), Hungarian Association of the Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing (Siketek és Nagyothallók Országos Szövetsége, SINOSZ), Mental Disability 
Advocacy Center Budapest Office (Központ a Mentális Sérültek Jogaiért Alapítvány), 
Disabled People's Self Aiding Foundation (Handicap Alapítvány). 

Part 6: Organizational approach  

Organizational forms.  

The relation and growth of the different organizational forms depend highly on 
the legal framework, especially of the fiscal and tax framework. The main rele-
vant steps are: 
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“1990: Foundations and voluntary associations can be established 

1994: Three new forms of nonprofit organizations (public law foundation, public 
law association, public benefit company) [...] these were intended to offer an 
institutional framework for government related nonprofit activities.” “Public law 
associations are self- governing membership organizations which can only be 
created by the Parliament through passing a specific law on their establishment 
[...] Public law foundations are  [...] established to take over some government 
tasks. Their founders can only be the Parliament, the Government and the mu-
nicipalities [...] Public benefit companies and their successors, the nonprofit 
companies are private firms which generally produce public goods, thus they can 
get the public benefit status.” 

1995-1996: Preferential tax treatment for state controlled nonprofit organizations  

1998: Nonprofit organizations serving public interest can apply for the public 
benefit and eminently public benefit status”. (Kuti 2008, p.13) 

“2010: Dissolution of public benefit foundations, based upon corruption scan-
dals, more transparency and differentiation between the governmental and civic 
sphere 

2014: Based upon the new civil law, reapplication for public benefit status for 
each and every organization, remodeling of foundation and association statutes 
for accountability”. (Móra 2012, Sebestény 2013.) 

In the beginning, the number of associations and foundations was about the 
same, but ultimately foundations took the lead due to tax regulations. “Starting 
from an absolute dominance of membership organizations in 1990, only 58 percent of NPOs 
were voluntary associations in 2000. The relative highly share of foundations is mainly ex-
plained by the special tax treatment of foundations in the first half of 1990s. Only donations to 
foundations enjoyed tax deductibility; donations to voluntary organizations [...] were not eligible 
for similar tax advantages. Consequently, the newly created organizations preferred the founda-
tion form. It also happened that the already existing voluntary associations established founda-
tions [...] These ‘satellite foundations’ [...] were supposed to raise funds for their mother organi-
zations.” (Kuti-Sebestény, p.663) The share of foundations within the sector was 
11.7% in 1990, and 41.8% in 2000 (ibid. p.664.). The share of foundations con-
stantly decreased until 2009, and has been around one-third since then. 

Kuti regards associations as the dominant organizational form in terms of fre-
quency, i.e. numbers of organisations, but in terms of economic power, founda-
tions and the different public benefit type government related organizations 
dominated until 2006-2008. “The institutional form most preferred by the civil society 
actors is the voluntary association. [...] The share of the professional, economic advocacy organi-
zations, employer’s federations and trade unions is meagre. [...] a large number of private foun-
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dations were established despite the economic difficulties even if their endowment was usually 
very small. [...] In terms of their number, state-controlled and company-like nonprofit organiza-
tions have not gained much ground. Nevertheless, their economic strength enables them to get 
key positions within the nonprofit sector.” (Kuti, 2008, p. 19) 

The shift towards public private partnership promoted the creation of huge pub-
lic benefit organizations that accessed the main bulk of governmental and other 
financial support. “Classical” membership based organizations lost ground. “In 
the early 90s Hungary only had classical civil and advocacy organizations; public foundations 
and public benefit corporations were allowed to be established from 1994 on. The previous ones 
mainly dealt with the re-distribution of public sources, while the latter ones usually completed 
governmental or municipal tasks. Consequently, in most cases the latter became big organiza-
tions gaining huge governmental sources, possessed considerable human resources, but at the 
same time, they represented only a small fragment of the sector. These organizations later be-
came the engines of the sector’s economic growth. […] the classical foundations, associations, the 
typical ‘self-organizations, bear basically different features from these more institutionalized, 
‘semi -governmental’ public foundations, nonprofit enterprises and other institutions which are 
also in closer connection with the governmental and business sectors […]The segment in ques-
tion, which represented only 6 percent in terms of the number of organizations, and extended to 
a proportion of ‘only’ one third of its social weight, gained a growing share from the sources 
flowing into the sector. At the turn of the millenium these organizations disposed of 38 percent 
of the total revenues, and […] 56 percent ten years later.” (Kákai-Sebestény 2012, p.123.) 

The much discussed reforms and regulations of the 2010 Fidesz government 
wanted to “break” the dominance of these government-related organizations, 
which they perceived as creations of the Socialist era. The idea to promote the 
“classical” civic organizations was not a failure in itself, but produced unintended 
results. The civic sphere remained state- and government-controlled and de-
pendent in another way; and their real autonomy has not, or not yet, been real-
ized. The transformation of the sector is still ongoing, and the review of the 
public benefit statuses has not been concluded. The disputes have remained 
constant too, and are tainted with tension arising from fear and anger caused by 
government interference.  

According to the latest statistics, the present distribution of organizational forms 
is as follows: “in 2012 about 65,300 nonprofit organizations were active, one 
third (23,000) in the form of foundations, and 42,300 as membership organiza-
tions. […] Out of 8 organizations, 7 belonged to the classical membership based 
civil sector […] Among foundations and associations we found more local activi-
ties than nation- wide ones […] 94% of voluntary work is realized in the frame-
work of associations, justifying the term ‘voluntary sector’ […] In terms of in-
come, 88% of the sector, i.e. the classical civic organizations, received just 39% 
of the total income of the sector […] only 30% was governmental, but private 
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donation was much more important here […] In the classical organization’s sec-
tor the membership fees were much more important than elsewhere[...] this is 
not surprising, as these are membership based organizations. 98% of the person-
al income tax 1% offers flowed to them in 2012; this channel had been estab-
lished for their support [...] the percentage of business income is very low here; 
these are just complementary to the classical activities of the civic organizations. 
They had a very low share within the investments of the sector” (Statisztikai, 
2013) 

As the organizational restructuring within the sector is still ongoing (based upon 
changes of the civil law and nonprofit law) we can expect the picture to be con-
siderably different in 2015. 

Informal and formal groups/activities  

As the area of informal civil society has not been extensively researched it is hard 
to give definite answers on the basis of the existing state of research. However, 
we can say that the communist regime left behind on the one hand, pseudo-civic 
organizations (e.g. the official peace, woman, and trade union organizations), and 
on the other hand, the alternative, informal groupings, which we can call the 
realm of civil society. CSO institutionalization, organization and capacity building 
started in the time span 1989-1993. During this period and later, the informal 
groups were able to decide to establish an association, or set up a foundation, or 
could declare themselves any type of formal political or social group, with legal 
and organizational structure. During the 90’s institutionalization, formalization 
and consolidation processes were characteristic. Most of the mass gatherings, 
demonstrations and protest actions went on peacefully and in an organized way. 

The EU accession even supported these processes, and extended the possibilities 
of network building and resource mobilization on a European level. The EU 
institutions’ policy to build a European civil society opened up new policy win-
dows and resource mobilization possibilities for the Hungarian NGOs and 
CSOs. The organized and institutionalized trend lately faces a countermovement 
in the form of internet-based community building and protest activities, which 
gained momentum through the World Wide Web, where global civic campaigns, 
network building and protest is organized via the internet. Many new initiatives 
were able to avoid the construction of a formal organization by using new com-
munication technologies.  
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The 2006 political crisis: Background 

Fidesz lost, and the Social-liberal coalition won the election in 2006. After the 
summer holidays, a secret tape recording of the speech of the Socialist Prime 
Minister Ferenc Gyurcsány was made public on broadcast on September 18th in 
2006. In this secret speech to the leaders of the Hungarian Socialist Party, he 
expressed his uncensored criticism of their own economic policy and electoral 
programme. He admitted that he had not been telling the truth – and even called 
the policies a “lie” - in the sense, that they could not have been implemented at 
all, because of the EU restrictions and stability criteria, which do not tolerate 
further expansion of indebtedness. The publication of the speech of PM 
Gyurcsány resulted in spontaneous mass rallies in front of the Hungarian Par-
liament on Kossuth square. In the following night, some members of the crowd 
marched to the nearby Hungarian state television headquarters and demanded 
the broadcast of their declaration requiring the withdrawal of the government 
and other radical, fundamental changes in Hungarian politics and society. Au-
thorities rejected this, and asked the police to prohibit the protesters to enter the 
building, so hundreds and thousands of demonstrators from Kossuth square 
conducted a “siege and battle” until the morning. This event resulted in the 
withdrawal of police forces, which were under pressure from the rioting masses; 
the occupation resulted in severe damage to the building and television equip-
ment.   

In the following days, confrontations and clashes took place each night on the 
streets of Budapest between the police and unofficial demonstrating groups and 
individuals. A permanent demonstration on Kossuth square was tolerated until 
October 23rd, when the 50th anniversary of the Hungarian revolution was cele-
brated in Parliament with a great number of guests invited by the government. 
The police interrupted the demonstration after more than one month because of 
security risks. The dissolution of the permanent demonstration on Kossuth 
square resulted in a wave of riots in other places in Budapest on October 23rd 
and during the following celebrations. The waves of riots in Hungary produced 
before unknown quantities and qualities of material losses and personal damages 
on both sides. Policemen and demonstrators suffered severe injuries, and in 
addition private and public property was damaged. The loss of prestige of politi-
cal actors and political institutions and their de-legitimization definitely crossed a 
red line. Between 2006-2009 a permanent and radical mobilization of the centre 
and far right against the then Prime Minister Gyurcsány and his Social–Liberal 
government changed the Hungarian protest culture in the direction of radicalism 
and informal organizing. 
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The 2006 political crisis in Hungary gave an enormous push towards informal 
mobilization of resources and protest, and it has transformed the protest culture 
and demonstration behaviour in Hungary in several ways. 

 Nineties After the 2006 riots 

1 Non-violence Dynamic contention 

2 Acceptance of the legal frame Challenges to the legal frame 

3 Organised protest Informal, network communication 

4 Local character Global and European trends 

5 Differentiated conflicts Polarised conflicts 

6 Civic subjects Polarised subjects 

7 Innovation within protest Ritualization within protest 

8 Marginal role of police Rising role of policing 

9 Civic campaigns Political campaigns 

Following the 2009 resignation of Prime Minister Gyurcsány, and the over-
whelming electoral victory of Fidesz in 2010, a consolidation and institutionaliza-
tion process took place in the Hungarian civil society. Violent and illegal organi-
zations and demonstrations were pushed back by the reformed police strategy 
and policies. The far right institutionalized its supporters in the form of civic 
organisations and political parties. Informality and radicalism decreased. Howev-
er, new and provoking (“unorthodox”) policies of the Fidesz government result-
ed in the mobilizations of Left-Liberals, students and other groups during the 
2010-2014 government period. Several protest groups were organized mainly via 
social media, and some of them resulted in public rallies or demonstrations. This 
protest wave fitted into the legal framework, but produced new types of student 
organizations, expressed radical goals and used the protest strategy of civil diso-
bedience, which spread across the Hungarian protest culture during these years. 
A trend to anti-governmental informal organising and network building could be 
discerned, but without the violent radicalism of the 2006-2009 period (Krasztev-
Til 2013, Andrea Szabó 2012/14, Máté Szabó 2014). 

Capacity building 

During and after the years of transformation, when the American private foun-
dations supported the newly emerging civil society, numerous capacity pro-
grammes were launched within and for civil society organizations and their lead-
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ers. Many trainings and several study trips, mainly to the U.K. and the USA, were 
organised. Capacity building programmes (management, fundraising trainings) 
have always been on the agenda of private foundations, and some specialized 
NGOs emerged in this area (e.g. DemNet or CTF foundation). After the EU 
accession, when these influential foundations decided to leave the CEE region, 
they established the CEE Trust to ensure the smooth withdrawal of their funds. 
This fund operated from 2004 until 2011, and during this period it facilitated 
capacity building and institutional development. Nowadays, there are fewer ca-
pacity building programmes and they are often supported by EU funds. 

Part 7: Conclusions 

After the 1989 regime transition, both in the transition and the consolidation 
period, NGOs and civic groups enjoyed positive discrimination by most of the 
V4 region governments to regain their social and cultural terrain that had been 
lost during the turbulent history of the 20th century. The general attitude of the 
new regime was positive, affirmative and helpful towards NGOs, and the legal 
and political conditions were often changed, reformed to the “better”, with the 
aim of improvement. A general difference between the conditions of NGOs and 
civil society in stable Western democracies and post-totalitarian/authoritarian 
regimes of former Communist countries is the higher amount of innovation in 
the latter group compared to the former, but a much bigger efficiency of the 
stable regulations in the former group compared to the latter. In many of the 
Western democracies, the conditions for NGOs are stable, legitimate, and effi-
cient in the long run, while in the recently established democracies, they are per-
manently in flux, and therefore the legitimacy and efficiency of NGOs is com-
paratively weak in these countries.  

Legal and political conditions for NGOs and civil society have been changing 
fast in Hungary since the regime transition. Continued efforts to improve their 
conditions is the main characteristic of the development of civil society policies. 
Within this experimental process, another goal is to find and to adopt some of 
the “best practices” of Western countries, mainly from the EU and the US, and 
implement such models as partnership, PPP, open method of coordination, or 
transparency, e.g. civic participation. The different Western models served as 
guidelines for the development of their own models, even if it was sometimes 
unclear, whether they would be stable and sustainable solutions, when imple-
mented in a very different social and cultural context. In the fashion of “learning 
by doing”, a process scheme was developed which comprised the following 
steps: search for models - discussion of alternatives - implementation of solu-
tions - evaluation of results - revision of the model. This process cycle takes 
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around 3-5 years, and we have not yet reached a maturation and stabilisation of 
particular models for the long run. 

Another main feature of the process of restructuring the legal and political envi-
ronment for NGOs in Hungary was to fight the lasting legacy of the totalitari-
an/authoritarian past, which resulted in a lack of civic participation, destroyed 
the culture of solidarity and philanthropy and discouraged people to participate 
in any collective actions. All of these aspects contributed to the creation of a 
culture of fear. In order to change this situation, different methods, institutions 
and processes have been developed which all aim at restoring the legitimacy of 
civic activism of NGOs. Several suggestions for future actions have been made, 
for instance the possibility of donating a certain percentage of the citizen’s in-
come tax voluntarily to an NGO, the establishment of different institutions 
which secure the transparency of local authorities’ decisions and the involvement 
of civic organisations in decision-making and implementation processes, the 
institutionalisation of civic control, the creation of positive incentives for volun-
tary work, etc. There have been many initiatives at different levels to fight the 
legacy of the past, which have not yet been entirely successful, but at least im-
portant steps have been made. A coordinated economic and public policy is still 
needed to further develop this process, which was supported by the EU acces-
sion. However, there are many different economic and political problems, which 
sometimes push the issues of civil society and NGOs aside, and seem to favour 
purely neo-liberal and monetarist economic development policies, especially after 
the fiscal crisis. 

By joining the NATO, OECD and EU, Hungary became part of the circle of 
donor states within Europe and on a global level. The percentage of governmen-
tal financial support is still below the average of the welfare democracies, thus 
analysts still encourage or demand more and more government support in order 
to finance the functions (in culture, welfare, education etc.) that have been aban-
doned by government agencies and taken on by NGOs. Surprisingly, while the 
demand for more government support of NGO finances has been made repeat-
edly after regime transition, the demand for self-government and autonomy has 
been made at the same time. To find a compromise between these two is the 
task of the schemes developed to finance NGOs in Hungary, based upon inter-
nal resources and private initiatives. The systems of tax remission and tax dona-
tion could be seen as huge, macro-systems of civic education for philanthropy 
and for their readiness to participate in and to cooperate with the NGOs. On the 
other hand, this “re-schooling society” process is based upon the changing polit-
ical opportunity structures, which affects the government policy of NGO financ-
ing. The present system is a “top down” scheme, although the basic idea was 
“bottom up”, based upon the liberal philosophy. We believe that the autono-
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mous decision of tax payers should secure the financing of NGOs in Hungary 
and reduce governmental budget redistribution of tax money for the civil society.  

The Hungarian NGO financing regime right now is a “bad compromise” be-
tween the pluralist-liberal and the corporatist system. The latter system is the 
dominant one due to the political orientation of the present government and the 
post-communist Central- European traditions. Compared to Western European 
models, the Churches have a very special position in Hungary. They were put 
into this position by governmental policies to regain their lost role within civil 
society, but at the present they are still far below the level of Church perfor-
mances in the civil society of the Western European democracies. Moreover, the 
Hungarian system differs from many European democracies with respect to the 
relevance of municipal self-governments as partners for civic organisations since 
in a centralised system, there is no regionalisation or federalism. Despite the 
persistently great importance of public-private relationships within the NGO 
financing scheme in Hungary, the role of private and corporate sources, as well 
as the relevance of local self-governments, is growing. Nowadays, NGOs in 
Hungary act in a multi-layered environment of global, EU, national and local 
policies, corporate citizenship and private donors. They should further develop 
their resource-mobilisation strategies in this multi-organizational field with dif-
ferent types of stakeholders.  

László Harsányi (2004), one of the leading analysts of the non-profit sector in 
Hungary, pointed out some basic problems and challenges for Hungarian civil 
society on the edge of EU accession, when facing the task of restructuring the 
former and destroyed civil society into a contemporary, global- and EU-level 
integrated network. In the following, I reproduce some of his points because 
they still seem to me pressing problems, even after ten years: 

 “Contradictions of the legal framework 

 Missing interest representation of the sector 

 Not fully adequate financing structures 

 Political rivalry and competition  

 Inadequate use of the new legal and institutional forms 

 Political dependency and etatisation” (Harsányi, 2004, pp. 125-126). 

Some of these points have been reaffirmed in 2008 by another leading expert, 
Éva Kuti, whose criticism seems to be still highly relevant today: 

 “Semi-legal, and illegal solutions; 

 Very limited tax advantages 

 “Poor” donors 
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 Lack of trust in the government/civil relations 

 Inconsistent regulation 

 Weak management 

 Weak sectorial identity 

 Unsolved advocacy 

 Increasing political dependence 

 Aggravation of conflicts of interests 

 Problems of transparency 

 Divided sector 

 Neglected civil control.”(Kuti, 2008, pp. 43-44.) 

The general state of civil society was depicted as follows in 2009, and it is fully 
relevant for the present: “Despite the high level of social self-organization, there 
is only a limited opportunity for social participation in political-economic deci-
sions. In fact, real civic control, influence and enforcement of interests are hardly 
typical of the sector [...] The gradual devaluation of the civil sphere was caused 
among other things, by the lack of citizenry (citoyen), abandoned historical de-
velopment [...] the ‘defective protest culture’ also contributed to that phenome-
non just like the lack of trust and solidarity among citizens, citizens’ legitimacy 
deficit against the state or bad regulations (a ‘civil’ organization founded by the 
state and the local government) [...] regardless of the increasing economic power 
of the civil sector, the status of its economic base can still not be considered 
stable [...] Hungarian civil society cannot make its voice heard in domestic poli-
tics and is incapable of participating on equal terms in political decision-making 
with the representatives of the central and local (municipalities) power. [...] over 
the past 20 years the Hungarian civil sphere has been unable to create and 
strengthen such institutions (e.g. social publicity, protests) that would ensure 
society’s self-protection against the abuses of the state (and the parties) and that 
would provide some help battling the democracy deficit.” (G.Fodor-Kern, pp. 
189-191) 

Although from a socio-economic point of view, the Third Sector in Hungary is a 
vivid and transparent new reality, it does not reach the standards of an active 
civil society. There are some networks and initiatives, but a robust macro-
structure is still lacking. 

In their recent publication, Kákai and Sebestyén evaluate the situation as follows: 
“Summing up the developments and changes in the examined period of almost 
two decades we can undoubtedly state that the weight of the non-profit sector 
considerably increased both in absolute terms and within the national economy. 
At the same time, due to the heterogeneous composition of the sector, this pro-
cess gained diverse emphasis within the diverse organizational structures and the 
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shifts experienced and measured by certain dimensions not only differed in dy-
namics, but in some cases even occurred in opposing directions. And although 
we have no figures to prove our conclusion, the tendencies described above and 
other – not only empirical – information we have about the sector’s activity 
clearly demonstrate that the weight of the non-profit sector grew during the 
years examined.” (2012, p.133) 

Anna Mária Bartal (2006, p.174) summed up the problems and contradictions as 
follows: 

 Dual structure of many poor and some rich initiatives 

 Concentration as per income and region 

 Regional differentiation and splitting 

 Segmentation on the level of interest enforcement and interest representa-
tion 

Éva Kuti analysed the weaknesses of civil society in Hungary in 2008. In the past 
turbulent years of the economic crisis and dramatic political and legal changes, 
the situation has not been alleviated. She identified the following problematic 
aspects: (Kuti, 2008. pp. 47-48.) 

1. The distrust between the government and civil society organisations. 
2. The regulation is not consistent; it does not create transparency. 
3. There is a lack of accountability rules and control mechanisms. 
4. Thus neither the quality nor the stability nor the financing of the delivered 

services is guaranteed. 
5. Most of the Hungarian donors and grant-making foundations are ‘poor’, 

thus it is difficult to significantly increase the amount of their donations. 
6. The participation in an open competition for grants and the preparation of 

proposals usually involve a number of bureaucratic obligations while obtain-
ing grants in informal ways tends to lead to economic and political depend-
ence. 

7. Instable financial situation. 
8. Weak financial control and unprofessional management. 
9. There are very few organizations that can employ well-paid full-time em-

ployees. 
10. Research results are accessible only to a limited number of potential users 

and their practical use is rather poor. 
11. Nonprofit organisations still do not define themselves as a community insti-

tutionally embodying the civil society. 
12. There is a lack of solidarity and helpfulness towards small rural organiza-

tions; relationships are characterised by mutual distrust and rivalry. 
13. The advocacy of the sector’s interest is still an unresolved issue. 
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14. Neither professional umbrella organizations nor non-profit support centres 
undertake the task of lobbying for common interests.  

In 2008, Kuti made some prognoses about further threats to civil society and the 
third sector: “For the lack of strong sectorial identity, sector level co-operation 
and advocacy, there is a huge risk of a growing political dependence of civil soci-
ety organizations [...] Loss of prestige can be the consequence of the lack of 
transparency. A […] further differentiation within the civil sector is expected 
[…] The small civil society organizations [...] lack an appropriate financial and 
human infrastructure […] are less capable to muddle through the crisis […] 
Their eclipse and attrition […] would dangerously weaken the Hungarian civil 
society.” (ibid. pp. 48-49) 

In view of the developments taking place in June 2014 (e.g. the government’s 
control attempts regarding the civil society programme of the Norway civil 
grant) we must agree that party and government political influence on civil socie-
ty has escalated. Grants and support mechanisms managed by the government 
prefer those NGOs and CSOs, which are loyal to the government and whose 
leadership is right-wing. Even in systems where education or health service is 
provided by NGOs and the state reimburses costs by quota, in some cases the 
non-loyal NGOs/churches are excluded from reimbursement. We have to add 
that even the largest federations were shattered by the crisis – in one case, they 
were even stigmatized by the state as “unreliable” – and they have either ceased 
to exist completely or reduced their operations to a minimum level.  

The criticism and prognoses of Kuti are appropriate for the recent developments 
in the sense that active citizenship, a common sectorial identity, empowerment, 
solidarity, and real partnership among different civic networks and the govern-
mental agencies is badly needed to overcome the effects of the crisis. The dis-
trust of political institutions in civil society has dramatically risen, and moreover 
resulted in the loss of citizens’ trust in organised civil society. “Nonprofit organisa-
tions still do not define themselves as a community institutionally embodying the civil society; 
they do not appear as a conscious, independent sector…” (ibid. p. 48) Thus, the main 
objective should be the transformation of NGO networks into a civil society.  
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Part 1: Basic information 

Number of civil society organizations 

Answering the question of the number of civil society organizations and initia-
tives is a task that depends on the definition of what civil society organizations 
(CSOs) are and how to count them in the Slovak regulatory and institutional 
context.  

A first approximation is made by focusing only on those initiatives and organiza-
tions that have a legal status or a specific legal personality form. That leaves out a 
number of smaller civil initiatives that emerge and disappear or exist in civic 
space intentionally as free elements in the form of small clubs, communities that 
do not see the need for institutionalization, but are outside the family and private 
circles as well as outside of the market.  

If we apply the theory of social origins (Salamon-Anheier)4 in defining the civil 
society organizations operating in Slovakia, we arrive at the following types of 
organizations that can be subsumed under the CSO label. Each of the below 
listed types of organizations is formed through a special law.  

 Associations (unions, clubs, societies, etc.) 

 Church based organizations 

 Associations of land-owners and home-owners  

 Non-Profit Organizations providing publicly beneficial services 

 Associations of legal entities  

 Foundations 

 Non-investment funds  

 Professional chambers  

 Health care institutions (hospitals and clinics established as non-profit or-
ganizations) 

 Foreign organizations operating in Slovakia with confirmed legal status  

This set of organizations matches the set of organizations that the Slovak Statis-
tical Office defines as the non-profit sector and which is registered in its publicly 

                                                      

4 Organized, private, non-profit-distributing, self-governing, voluntary, nonreligious, nonpo-
litical,  
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available time series database SLOVSTAT5. Another source of information on 
these organizations are the registries that are maintained by various governmen-
tal agencies responsible for their registration. The data of the registries and the 
Statistical Office are not the same, which is caused by a delay in the information 
flows between these institutions.  

There are also some ambiguities regarding the criterion of private status, as some 
of these organizations are established by governmental institutions, regional gov-
ernments or local municipalities and are controlled by them. But the number of 
these types of organizations is comparatively marginal.  

Lastly, one has to distinguish between those organizations that are active and 
those that have become obsolete, but are still registered in different registries. 

Figure 1: Number of Non-Profit-Organizations by Legal Form (1996-2013) 
Source: Slovak Statistical Office, Time Series Database SLOVSTAT, last update: 
November 2014, * *Štěpánková E. - Petrášová A.: Ekonomická analýza neziskového 
sektora na Slovensku, In: Poznávanie tretieho sektora na Slovensku, S.P.A.C.E. n.o. 
2004 

                                                      

5 Slovak Statistical Office, Time series database SLOVSTAT, Methodological comments, 
2011 
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Slovakia, like many other countries, experienced a boom in the civil society sec-
tor in the past 25 years. This is understandable when taking into consideration 
the oppressive system that ruled in Czechoslovakia until late in 1989.  

The number of non-profit organizations has been rising constantly since the 
early nineties and this trend still continues. In the early nineties when the political 
imperative was to open the space for civic and political rights, a new Civic Code 
was adopted which created a liberal framework for civic associations and for 
further specific laws on different forms of civil society organizations. The most 
important specific legal regulation that influenced the development of the civil 
society organizations was the Law on Civil Associations, which was passed in 
1990. Now and then, associations make up the largest segment of legal bodies in 
civil society, followed by the homeowners’ associations. Later on, specific laws 
were implemented on foundations and non-profit organizations providing gen-
eral beneficial services and on non-investment funds. The law on churches and 
religious societies created a space for founding legal bodies by churches.  

There were slight fluctuations in the years 2002 and 2011. The former can be 
attributed to significant changes in the legal framework related to foundations 
and non-profit organizations; the latter can be attributed to the impact of the 
economic crisis.  

Not each of the almost 50,000 non-profit organisations is active and in opera-
tion. Approximately 2.5% of these organizations are in the process of liquida-
tion. Also a large number of them are dormant, invisible or inactive. An indicator 
that suggests the ratio between the active and obsolete organizations is the regis-
tration for obtaining the 2% of income tax6. In 2013, 11,939 associations, foun-
dations and funds were registered in the List of Recipients of the 2% income tax, 
which suggests that this most active part of the third sector comprises around 
11-12,000 organizations7. 

 

  

                                                      

6 The 2% income tax assignation is an indirect financial mechanism that allows individual 
(since 2002) and corporate (since 2004) income taxpayers to transfer 2% of their tax duty to 
non-governmental non-profit organizations, which are in turn registered by the Notary 
Chamber as a recipient of 2%.  
7 The law prescribes that only civic associations, foundations, non-profit organizations, non-
investment funds and church-funded organizations (not churches themselves) can be 2% tax 
recipients. 
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Table 1: Number of non-profit organisations (1999-2013) 
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Figure 2: Number of non-profit organizations registered for the 2% tax assignation 
Source: 1st Slovak Non-Profit Service Center - www.rozhodni.sk, Notary Chamber – 
Central Registry of Recipients of 2% Tax.  

Engagement and Participation of Citizens in Civil Society  

The World Bank defines civic engagement as the “participation of private actors 
in the public sphere, conducted through direct and indirect interactions of civil 
society organizations and citizens-at-large with government, multilateral institu-
tions and business establishments to influence decision making or pursue com-
mon goals”.8 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

8 World Bank 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPME
NT/EXTPCENG/0,,contentMDK:20507541~menuPK:1278313~pagePK:148956~piPK:21
6618~theSitePK:410306,00.html 
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The engagement defined above may acquire various intensity and depth. As re-
search has shown, it also oscillates between more conventional forms (voting, 
signing a petition, running for local political office or membership in a civic or-
ganization9) and less conventional forms (demonstrations, protests).  

Also, it is important to consider the intensity of engagement and participation of 
citizens in civil society organizations. Critical analysis of this aspect will reveal 
how civil society organizations promote civil participation and engage citizens in 
their decision-making processes and activities.  

Let us now turn to the development of these various forms of engagement and 
participation in Slovakia in the last 20 years.  

Electoral participation 

The following chart on electoral participation in Slovakia shows a decline in 
voter turnout in all types of elections since 1990. With respect to the different 
types of elections, the elections to European Parliament generated the least par-
ticipation whereas parliamentary elections generated the highest participation, 
followed by presidential and municipal elections.  

The decline in the political participation is not endemic – it is a symptom of a 
general decline of civic participation in the country.  

                                                      

9 Bútorová – Gyarfášová (2010:145) maintain that participation in the work of NGOs is 
considered by respondents of an empirical survey as a more advanced and modern (liberal) 
form of participation. By the same token, joining in to solve community problems is consid-
ered to be a more traditional form of participation.  
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Figure 3: Electoral Participation of the Slovak population (1990 – 2014) 
Source: Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, Bútorová-Gyarfášová 2010:173 

Decreased Participation: Reality vs. Potential 

Based on the findings of representative public opinion surveys conducted in 
1994, 2004 and 2008, Bútorová-Gyarfášová (2010:146) conclude that political 
participation has decreased between 1994 and 2008.  

A significant decline is apparent in the participation in protest activities and 
demonstrations. There is also a decline in work for political parties or running 
for political offices. At the same time, civic engagement at mass events or initia-
tives such as petition campaigns or public collections have increased.  

These findings are based on a representative public opinion survey where re-
spondents answered the question whether they got involved with any of these 
forms of civic participation during the last 10 years and whether they would do 
so again, if necessary. In 2008, respondents declared a lower interest regarding 
future participation than in 1994. Table 2 provides further details on the results 
of the survey.  

Table 2: Evolution of forms of actual civic participation and expected future participa-
tion (% of active behaviour in the past: % of expected participation in the future).  
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 1994 2008 

Electoral participation 84:87 78:85 

Signing a petition 40:66 50:74 

Participating in solving a community issue 40:72 36:64 

Participation in political rally 42:54 18:36 

Addressing elected official 37:72 11:37 

Participating in demonstration 26:53 10:32 

Work for political party 13:33 7:18 

Running for public office 10:22 5:17 

Source: Focus, December 1994, IVO, November 2004, COPART-KVBSK/IVO, No-
vember 2008  

Possible explanations for this trend are (cf. Bútorová, 2010:327):  

 Social problems are not as urgent or acute as they were in the early nineties.   

 By now, market forces, which emphasise individualism and consumption as 
role models have been at play for over 20 years. The focus on the self and its 
individual needs has weakened the interest in the needs of others. 

 The belief that key challenges have already been met – such as EU and 
NATO accession - and that democracy is not in danger (“we made it”).  

 Weariness caused by the experience that achieving social change requires an 
enormous amount of effort.  

 Opening up to the world accompanied by the unintended effect of active, 
young people leaving the country to look for different opportunities for self-
realization elsewhere.  

However, other authors (Bútora – Bútorová – Strečanský 2012:68) believe that 
there is evidence that suggests that the decline in civic participation is not irre-
versible. There are various clues that inform this view.  

For instance, the continuing control of the public sphere by political parties pro-
voked social protest. Examples of this “capture” are non-transparent party fi-
nancing, positions of influence in public administration not based on expertise 
but based on party affiliation and the organization of public policies around eco-
nomic interests of political party sponsors, to name but a few. In 2012, Slovakia 
experienced turbulent protests called Gorilla, after the name of the leaked docu-
ment that revealed scandalous information suggesting high-level political corrup-
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tion and conflict of interests. These protests were directed against the informal 
agreements between oligarchs and politicians that bypassed the democratic pro-
cesses.  

Another, more recent example of civic engagement were the communal elections 
in November 2014. The major surprise was an increase of elected independent 
candidates, i.e. candidates who are non-affiliated with any political party, of 
whom many had been involved in civil society initiatives before they entered the 
election campaign.   

There are also a lot of examples of civic participation in the narrower sense, 
namely in civil society organizations. CSOs attract active people and stimulate 
creativity, initiative and broader responsibility. In the last decade there has been 
an observable emergence of urban activism, professional organizations, public 
policy actions, new volunteering initiatives, charitable contributions and partici-
pation in public collections, commenting of laws and regulations, internet activ-
ism and blogging, etc. All of these instances of civic action are on an upward 
trajectory. There is no hard data to confirm this but there are stories and exem-
plary cases revealed through qualitative methods (cf. The Study on Trends in the 
Development of Civil Society in Slovakia, 2011).   

Finally, the level of civic participation and engagement can also be inferred from 
the rates of volunteering (charitable provision of time and know-how) and phi-
lanthropy (charitable donations).  

Volunteering 

The act of volunteering represents an important aspect of self-realization at the 
interface of public and private life. Research on volunteering is limited and does 
not provide clear answers to many questions. The research conducted so far 
produced the following findings (Brozmanová-Gregorová 2009:26-27, Broz-
manová-Gregorová 2012:51,71):  

 Volunteering is most frequent in sports clubs, church and religious organiza-
tions, community development (home-owners associations) and education.  

 The highest participation of volunteers is reported by NGOs, municipalities, 
church and religious organizations.  

 Volunteering is connected with membership in NGOs and with giving. This 
means that volunteers are often also members of organizations and also 
those who contribute to charitable causes financially.  

 The main differing factors in volunteering are the membership in organiza-
tion and education. The higher the educational level of people, the higher is 
their volunteering engagement. Most volunteers are also members of associ-
ations. Volunteering is irrespective of the gender or age factor.  
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 The most frequent types of activities in volunteering include organizing 
campaigns and events, organizing free-time activities for children, youth and 
the elderly, environmental protection and animal protection, sport activities 
training and organizing, personal assistance, humanitarian and rescue and 
fire-brigade volunteering and others.  

Data on volunteering in Slovakia is limited and incomplete. Volunteering re-
search lacks the methodological continuity; therefore even the results referred to 
in this paper shall be interpreted with caution. The bulk of the research focuses 
on formal volunteering i.e. volunteering for or with an organization. Informal volunteer-
ing, which is defined as direct help or assistance provided outside of the family or 
household, is researched even less (Brozmanová-Gregorová et al. 2012:36). 

In recent scholarship, it has been argued that two periods can be distinguished in 
volunteering in Slovakia after 1989 (Mračková, 2012:40). Mračková defines the 
first period 1989-1998 as “community-based and collective” and the second period 
1998 – 2012 as “managed and professionalized”. The first period was based on the 
identification of volunteers with members, given the growth of associations. In 
other words, members and volunteers were not clearly distinguished. The second 
period is typical of more intensive use of managerial (professional) methods in 
volunteers’ management.  

Representative public opinion surveys on the level of participation of citizens in 
volunteering activities were conducted between 1993 – 2011 by various research 
groups. Due to their slightly different research methodologies, the surveys show 
a high variability of results and are therefore of limited reliability.  

Figure 4: Level of citizen participation in (formal) volunteering activities in Slovakia 
(1993-2011): Reported volunteering in past 12 months (% of population 15 years and 
older) 
Source; Brozmanová-Gregorová 2009:25, Brozmanová-Gregorová 2012:36 
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The most recent findings suggest that 27.5% of the population that is older than 
15 years participated in volunteering activities of an organization in the last 12 
months. These research results broadly correlate with similar research conducted 
in the Czech Republic. The latest report on volunteering in the European Union 
(2010) assigns Slovakia to the category of countries with medium level of volun-
teer participation, which is higher than the EU average (Brozmanová-Gregorová 
et al 2009:36).   

47.1% of the population aged over 15 years has participated in Informal volun-
teering – that is, the provision of help outside of the family and household – in 
the previous year.  

Philanthropy  

Philanthropy in Slovakia is shaped by both, cultural traditions of Central Eu-
rope and the changing role of the state in the 20th century. The latter refers to 
the short period of democratic capitalism in the inter-war period between World 
War I and II, the longer period of communism between 1948 – 1989 and the 
transformation of the state since 1989 towards the liberal-democratic model. 
Thus, one can say that philanthropy in Slovakia is influenced by tradition and 
modernity with respect to its cultural and societal dimension and has been af-
fected by the significant cultural and societal discontinuities that Slovakia experi-
enced in last 100 years.  

The cultural traditions relevant to philanthropy in Slovakia draw upon the fol-
lowing key elements:  

a) Christian Catholicism with an inclination to support the poor. A moral call 
that people shall help those in the need, so that those at the bottom will be better 
off. This moral obligation is more accepted than the idea that supporting the few 
at the top of society will be beneficial to all. This also means that the majority of 
people who participate in giving out of moral motivation are religious believers. 

b) Peasant and rural nature of Slovak populace which determines the prefer-
ences and orientation of the public. It is conservative in its selection of issues 
and in its political and social attitudes. 

 c) Very thin layer of Slovak aristocracy and business elite in the 19th and 
20th century compared to the Czech, Austrian or Hungarian societies which 
contributes to a lack of continuity in philanthropic efforts that are important in 
rejuvenating these traditions. The tiny elite forces philanthropic efforts to restart 
from the beginning and impedes the communication of the purpose and rele-
vance of these efforts.   
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The role of private philanthropy is also determined to a large extent by the state 
and the functions it takes over. The communist state had basically taken on most 
of the functions and people had become used to it. Even today significant parts 
of the population expect that the state will take care completely of education, 
health and social care and do not share the view that there should be individual 
responsibility involved in any of these areas. The failing communist state and the 
new liberal democratic state after 1989 were both unable to fulfil their promises 
and meet the expectations of its citizens. People became cynical about the state 
and tend to rely less on formal rules and institutions of the state, even today. 
Instead, they believe in and make use of networks of support that are mostly 
family-based or friend-based.  

Since 1989, there has been another tendency, namely the governmentalism of the 
communist state which created a reaction in the form of individualism and unre-
alistic expectations of market mechanisms. This, in theory, could have led to an 
increasing importance of philanthropy, but it has not. The gap between the state, 
the market and private life has neither been strengthened nor widened. On the 
contrary, working relations deteriorated. Philanthropic initiatives are not per-
ceived to be important by the government in Slovakia and therefore have to 
strive hard to expand the space for themselves, sometimes competing with the 
state and the corporate sector.  

Recent developments in institutional philanthropy in Slovakia, i.e. over the last 5 
years, were the rapid growth of corporate foundations and steady growth of 
individual philanthropy through public collection projects with significant media 
coverage that facilitate giving (such as the An Hour for Children campaign, the 
League against Cancer campaign, and the Good Angel – System of Support 
which helps people with family members who suffer from cancer and other sys-
temic diseases, etc.). However, the individual giving does not rise as much as it is 
expected by the non-profits and does not match the development in the Czech 
Republic. Private individual giving was typically directed at issues such as assis-
tance to the needy and sick, children and youth, the church and health care.  

There have also been changes in what individual donors find important in mak-
ing their choice to support a charity. In the past, there was a tendency to support 
those whose names were mostly visible and known. Recently, more donors look 
for information and transparency about the recipients. This issue is important to 
44% of donors.  

Moreover, the behaviour and attitudes of those who give have changed. The first 
important change was the gradual decline of the perception of giving as a norma-
tive act. In 2004, only 45% of the population believed that giving is a moral “du-
ty”, while in 1998 it was 64% (S.P.A.C.E./FOCUS, March 1998, FOCUS, De-
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cember 2004). While the individual moral motivation for giving has decreased, 
the call for a more responsible and caring state has intensified.  

Charitable Giving as an Expression of Participation in the Light of 
Available Data 

As in the case of volunteering, research on charitable giving in Slovakia struggles 
with a lack of hard data that could provide deeper insights into this type of be-
haviour. Unlike other countries in the region, Slovakia does not include charita-
ble tax deductions in its tax system, which means that the hard data from tax 
statistics is not available.  

Representative public opinion surveys that explore charitable behaviour typically 
ask respondents whether they have supported an association, foundation, club, 
community or individual in the past 12 months with financial contributions or 
gifts. These surveys (FOCUS-2004, FOCUS-2007, Prieskumy-2012) show rela-
tively similar results with between 45-50% of positive responses.   

The most prominent areas that attract attention of contributors are people in 
need, children and health care as well as religious and church related purposes. 
The least popular causes are research, science and minorities. Different surveys 
(GfK 2011) suggest that the inclination to charitable giving correlates with reli-
gious belief. Also, multiple surveys suggest that women are more frequent givers 
than men.  

Since more detailed statistical data on charitable contributions on the side of 
donors is not available, some thought valuable insights could be obtained by 
looking at charitable contributions from the perspective of receiving end, i.e. the 
non-profit organizations.  

The Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic gathers data by annual selective 
surveys on non-profit organizations. Among them are surveys on revenues from 
gifts and contributions received from non-financial and financial corporations 
and individuals (See Figure 5 below).  

The data suggests an increase of individual civic participation over the last few 
years. However, this interpretation of the data remains hypothetical as the in-
crease may be not only associated with a general increased participation of the 
population at various socio-economic levels, but with growing inequality and a 
more intensive participation of several high net-worth individuals.  
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Figure 5: Gifts and Contributions to Non-Profit Organizations 2005-2013 (mil. €) 
Source: Slovstat database of Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic 

Another indirect indicator of civic participation is the mechanism of tax assigna-
tion that allows any taxpayer to re-direct 2% of his/her income tax to a particular 
non-profit organization registered as a recipient of this contribution. Although 
this mechanism may not fully qualify as charitable contribution in the classical 
sense since it is cost-neutral to the taxpayer (the tax would have to be paid any-
way), it still requires an active decision to support the non-profit sector. The 
mechanism plays an important role in the income structure of non-profit organi-
zations. In a comprehensive attempt to understand the change dynamics of civic 
participation, it broadly correlates with other indirect participation indicators 
such as were mentioned above. For example, in 2011, 31.5% of individual tax-
payers used this opportunity (Source: Institute of Financial Policy, Ministry of 
Finance).10 

 

 

                                                      

10 There are 982,000 taxpayers – individuals that submitted the tax-statement (for 2011). Out 
of them 400,000 had a positive tax duty and of them 126,000 made the tax assignation, which 
is 31.5%. This figure does not take into account tax statements submitted on behalf of em-
ployees by their employers.  
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Socio-economic dimension of the civil society sector 

Slovakia is a country with 5,413 mil. inhabitants of which 2,715 mil. were eco-
nomically active and 2,192 mil. were employed in the national economy in 2013. 
The non-profit sector employment in 2013 was 27 410 FTE which is 1.25% of 
the total employment.  

Figure 6: Employment in the non-profit sector (2000-2013) 
Source: Slovstat database of Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic 

The share of the non-profit sector of the total employment has changed only 
slightly since 2000 – from 0.99% to 1.25% with several ups and downs that may 
be attributed to changes in the employment market and to changes in the em-
ployment policies and regulations.  
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Figure 7: Employment in the non-profit organizations: FTE and as Percentage 
on Total Employment in National Economy (2000-2013) 
Source: Slovstat database of Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic 

The employment rate in the non-profit sector is similar to employment in legal 
and accounting services or in finance and the insurance sector.  

Figure 8: Employment in Non-Profit Sector in Comparison to other Employment Areas 
(2013, in thousands) 
Source: Slovstat database of Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic 

Employment in the non-profit sector is significant in the areas of education, 
social care and assistance, church and religious activities and health care.  
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Figure 9: Employment in Non-Profit Sector by economic activities (2013, FTE) 

In terms of its share of the GDP, comprehensive statistical data on the non-
profit sector is missing, or has not been published yet. For this reason, it is not 
possible to answer this question. The latest data on the share of the non-profit 
sector of the GDP dates back to 2002, when it was identified as 1.7% of the 
GDP (601 mil. EUR). Since 2002 the GDP of Slovakia has almost tripled and it 
is now 72 bil. EUR. Some authors suggest, based on the adjustment of the data 
from Statistical Office, that the share of private non-profit sector on the GDP 
decreased and in 2010 it reached 0.73%. (Kuvikova H. - Svidroňová M, 2013) 
More data is needed to describe the economic share and contribution of the 
non-profit sector in a more comprehensive and detailed way.  

However, it is possible to review at least the dynamics of some types of income 
of non-profit organizations based on the available data from the Statistical Office 
of the Slovak Republic and data on the state budget. The chart below neither 
includes earned income nor other public funding (municipal, regional level).11 
Therefore it is difficult to provide a full picture of the revenue structure of the 

                                                      

11 It is also not clear, whether the EU funding is included in full in the category “foreign 
contributions and grants”. 
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Slovak third sector. The chart suggests that there have been fluctuations on the 
part of the private as well as public sources. The fluctuations of public sources 
are much higher in the category of governmental subsidies, which some authors 
(Kubánová 2008, Farenzenová 2011) attribute to the election cycle. The private 
contributions as well as the 2% tax are sensitive to the economic cycle (see the 
effect of the financial and economic crisis in Figure 10 below).  

Figure 10: Selected Income Sources of Non-Profit Organizations 2005-2013. 
Sources: * Final State Accounts for 2005 – 2011. Compiled from Kubánová et al 2008 
and Farenzenova 2011. ** Institute of Financial Policy, Ministry of Finance of the Slo-
vak Republic, 2014. *** Based on the SLOVSTAT Timeline Series Database on Non-
Profit Organizations, Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic, retrieved 11/2014 

The role played by Structural Funds in the economic activity of the non-profit 
sector is potentially significant, but the data is lacking. There are no comprehen-
sive statistics that could quantify the amount of structural funds flows to non-
profit organizations. In addition, the bilateral funds from Swiss and Norwegian 
(+EFTA) Financial Mechanisms represent an important public funding source 
for non-profits in Slovakia. The growth of the category “foreign contributions 
and grants” may be associated with these two major sources.  

To summarize the above: The socio-economic dimension of the civil society 
sector in Slovakia is not negligible but modest within broader international com-
parison. The sector’s 1.25% share of the total employment is as big as in the 
finance and insurance sector or legal and accounting services. It contributes to 
flexibility on the job market due to a high level of short-term contracts. Its eco-
nomic output measured by % of GDP was 1.7% in 2002 but the lack of com-
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prehensive data since then precludes the assessment of that percentage today. 
Volunteering is a powerful dimension of the civil society sector’s contribution to 
social cohesion and social capital at various levels. The sector is also a recipient 
and stimulator of private giving which has risen recently. 

Part 2: The environment of civil society  

Civil Society’s pre-1989 Origins   

The environment of civil society in Slovakia today is shaped by the historical 
experience of the Slovak society in the 20th century. Bútora-Bútorová-Strečanský 
(2012:14) specify these turbulences as the succession of six models of state gov-
ernment and three political systems. Within them, several regimes have alternate-
ly been in place since 1918 until today. The ratio of non-democratic to democrat-
ic regimes has evened out only recently. For approximately half of this period the 
inhabitants of Slovakia lived under authoritarian, and sometimes even totalitarian 
systems and the other half in times of greater freedom.  

The emergence of civil society as a social agent in Slovakia in the nineties also 
had its roots in the situation of the seventies and eighties, called a period of 
“normalization”12 in then Czechoslovakia. The repressive, but ideologically emp-
tied and exhausted political system in those years was determined to curb any 
independent activities in the public sphere. The desire of people for independent 
community life was channelled largely to the private sphere – such as gardening, 
sports or the do-it-yourself movement at second homes. Yet, there were also a 
modest number of various semi-independent and informal networks, especially 
in urban settings.  

Most notably, these included an independent underground Christian movement 
(mostly related to the Catholic Church), an environmental movement, and a so-

                                                      

12 The term ‘Normalization’ was coined by Czechoslovak communists in 1970 after the crash 
of the Prague Spring and the consolidation of power of the conservative communist wing in 
Czechoslovakia after the Soviet invasion in August 1968.  It was meant to denote the retreat 
into conditions that are normal. In practice this meant stricter political control of the party 
over public opinion and any public engagement of non-communist origin. Welfare policies 
were promoted to satisfy growing material needs of the population. Its second meaning de-
notes an essence of hypocritical and servant attitude of “nomenclature” towards the Soviet 
system and a double standard of morality.  The term refers to the period of 1970 – 1989 in 
Czechoslovakia.  
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called “grey zone” of independent artists and social scientists. These were the 
main fields of independent and semi-independent civic action in Slovakia in the 
seventies and eighties. In contrast, the Czech Republic had a stronger layer of 
independent intellectuals and dissidents. Many new political and civil society 
leaders emerged from this context in Slovakia after 1989.  

Relations to the State After 1989 

The period after 1989 can be described as a renewal of civil society in Slovakia. 
In the spring of 1990, a liberal legal framework for civic associations was adopt-
ed that provided the legal basis for the associative energy of the people that had 
been channelled into the private sphere before. New organizations of civil socie-
ty developed relatively quickly in various spheres of life, ranging from the areas 
of social care, education and health to human rights and youth, etc.  

Civil society itself has absorbed certain traits of the movements mentioned above 
in its characteristics, for example:  

a) Especially in the nineties, the environmental movement had a strong impact 
on civil society organizing culture with respect to advocacy and the social change 
agenda,  

b) A significant space in the civil society sector was filled by faith-based and 
church-related or church-established organizations,  

c) The relationship between the civil society sector and the state was troubled. 
The right wing governments preferred market solutions, while nationalistic and 
socialistic governments preferred government-led and executed solutions. This 
resulted in a lack of cooperation between the government and civil society.  

Civil society organizations started to organise themselves in the early nineties 
through the “the Third Sector committee” which was established as an informal 
platform for discussion and expression of the interest of the third sector. This 
self-organizing process continued in the institutional third sector and a number 
of diverse thematic platforms and federations emerged. There are over 40 um-
brella associations or platforms that organize themselves around various themat-
ic groups – such as youth, environment, social service providers, NGDOs, 
Christian organizations, etc.  

However, apart from the legal framework, which was very liberal in the early 
nineties, the political context of the civil society sector development was not 
encouraging. The business of ‘big politics’, i.e. key decisions and influence in the 
public sector and business, was gradually taken over by the pre-1989 elites. The 
political elites in power then were guided by pragmatism that embraced capital-
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ism without informal checks and balances and used any functioning mobilization 
forces, such as nationalism or populism, to secure power. In this context, the 
civil society sector had limited opportunities for development.  

In the mid-nineties, civil society organizations played an important role in the 
attempt to defend the democratic institutions and liberal-democratic character of 
the state against authoritarian and power concentrating efforts of the govern-
ment then led by Prime Minister Mečiar. During this period the non-profit sector 
had to face governmental efforts to establish a more restrictive legal framework, 
especially for foundations.  

Around the time of the parliamentary elections in 1998, a coalition of social 
movements and political parties launched a broad social mobilization process 
that resulted in the defeat of Mečiar in the elections, ended the country’s coquet-
ry with an authoritarian style of governance and opened up a space for the inte-
gration process of the country into the European Union and NATO.  

This experience contributed to the growth of the advocacy and policy function 
of the civil society and strengthened its position as an influential and political 
agent in the eyes of the media, political class and the general public. On the other 
hand, due to the high visibility of these roles and activities, its other functions 
such as social cohesion, innovation and social services functions were relegated 
to the background. The public began to perceive civil society in a reductionist 
way, solely focussing on the advocacy NGOs and its political role (Strečanský, 
2008). Because advocacy organizations were funded mostly by foreign funds, at 
least in the eyes of the socially and politically conservative classes, it opened a 
space for questioning the legitimacy of civil society as such.  

Several recent studies suggest that the relationship between the civil society and 
the state in Slovakia has been influenced by domestic political processes 
(Strečanský 2008, Bútora-Bútorová-Strečanský-Ondrušek-Mesežnikov 2011, 
Bútora-Bútorová-Strečanský 2012).  

The turbulent developments of the state and civil society relations of the late 
nineties in Slovakia influenced the process of partnership building of civil society 
with the government and the state. Civil society organizations in Slovakia strug-
gled to get the state administration’s recognition to be included as relevant actors 
into developmental policies and programs. The accession to the EU in 2004 
strengthened already existing formalism in the relations between the state and 
the civil society and failed to use the potential for social development based on 
intensive participation and true partnership (Bútora et al. 2011). The state until 
now maintains a relatively restrained position towards the civil society: respect-
ful, but only selectively supportive.  
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New Governmental Institutions for Interaction with Civil Society  

After 1998, the pro-democratic government wanted to normalize the relations 
between the state and civil society in the country and as part of this effort it 
wanted to recognize the non-profit sector as a public actor. This intention was 
reflected in 2001 when a governmental advisory body – The Council of Gov-
ernment of the Slovak Republic on Non-Government Non-Profit Organi-
zations – was established. Alongside this, a new legislation was adopted on the 
tax assignation of 1% of paid tax (later on, this increased to 2%) to non-profit 
organizations.  

The establishment of the advisory body was an important step as it created a 
space where major issues of the legal and fiscal framework were discussed and 
where NGO representatives had a forum to raise issues that they considered 
important. This was the first institutional response by the state, and it proved its 
commitment to recognize the non-profit sector and civil society as a societal 
actor. The state was expected to establish appropriate tools to interact and main-
tain communication with the latter. There was a small secretariat attached to it 
which was the first executive body dealing with the issue of civil society on be-
half of the government. The secretariat was based at the Office of Government 
and the Council was chaired by the Vice-Prime minister in charge of minorities, 
human rights, European affairs and knowledge society. Higher officers or deputy 
ministers of the cabinet took part in its sessions. NGOs were represented by 
various NGO platform representatives and personalities from different areas of 
the sector. Until 2010 this was the only forum in the government that dealt with 
the issues relevant to the non-profit sector. Its capacities were rather limited as 
there was only a small number of full-time staff assigned to it in the last period. 
However, NGOs appreciated that there existed a dialogue space that improved 
communication and decreased potential tensions.13 

The space for dialogue provided through the Council was not sufficient for satis-
fying the rising needs and expectations of NPOs towards the state on the devel-
opment of the third sector. The reasons for dissatisfaction among NPOs were 
manifold: NPOs had been disappointed by the lack of partnership approach in 
planning and implementing the structural funds in Slovakia and also by limited 

                                                      

13 Strečanský B. – Bútora M. – et al.: Mimovládne neziskové organizácie a dobrovoľníctvo. 

IN: Slovensko 2008. Súhrnná správa o stave spločnosti. Mesežnikov – Kollár M. – Bútora M. 
(eds.). Inšitút pre verejné otázky, Bratislava 2009. 
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access to structural funding – both in the 2002-2006 and 2007-2013 program-
ming periods.14  

Later on, the statute of this Council has changed and the current (2014) format is 
that it is based at the Ministry of the Interior and the Secretariat to the Council is 
provided by the Office of the Governmental Plenipotentiary for the Devel-
opment of Civil Society, which is a new institution which was established in 
2012 by the Government under Prime Minister Iveta Radičová. The cabinet of 
Ms. Radičova that came to power in July 2010 declared its readiness to take the 
voice of citizens into account. The government manifesto was named Civic Re-
sponsibility and Cooperation and many of its statements emphasized citizens’ 
participation in public affairs – the cooperation of public administration bodies 
with the nonprofit sector, charity, or strengthening the volunteer sector15. 

The Governmental Plenipotentiary Office has been a major institutional ad-
vancement as it raised the civil society to a higher formal rank on the executive 
level of government and thus facilitates the access of the civil society issues to 
other government areas.  

One of the major achievements of the Governmental Plenipotentiary’s Office in 
the area of the relationship between the third sector and the state was the elabo-
ration of the Strategy for Development of Civil Society in the Slovak Re-
public.16 It was approved by Parliament in February 2012 and became the first 
official document that specifies the position of the state towards the third sector 
to be approved by Parliament in Slovakia since 1993.  

The document offers basic arguments for promoting the support for civil society 
and cooperation between the State and non-governmental, non-profit organisa-
tions (NGOs). It states strategic goals in three different areas for the develop-
ment of civil society until 2020:  

1. NGOs’ participation in the fulfillment of public administration tasks and defi-
nition of the areas of cooperation;  

2. Promotion of active citizens and open governance;  

3. Promotion of public discussion on important matters of society.  

                                                      

14 Košťál, C: Impacts of EU Structural Funds on the capacity of non-profit/non-
governmental organizations in Slovakia. In: Potulka, O.: Impact o EU cohesion policy in 
Central Europe. Leipzig: Leipziger Universitatsverlag, 2010. 
15 Bútora et al. 2012 
16 http://tretisektor.gov.sk/data/files/1870_strategy-of-civil-society-development-in-
slovakia.pdf 



Boris Strečanský 85 

 

 

The Strategy also introduces an Action Plan for 2012-2013, which formulates tasks 
for different ministries with regard to the Strategy. For example, there are tasks 
that aim at creating a space for synergies between efforts of civil society organi-
zations and public administration:   

“After consultations with key actors of civil society, the Slovak government shall 
approve the Memorandum of Understanding based on the declarations by indi-
vidual ministries. The Memorandum will determine principal values and posi-
tions in relation to civil society and participation, principles in relation to orga-
nized initiatives and various types of nongovernmental non-profit organizations 
and determine the cooperation areas with NGOs. The objective of creating a 
permanent platform for dialogue between the State and the civil society will form 
a part of the Memorandum, which should, apart from the dialogue with NGOs, 
create an opportunity for public discussion about serious society issues, promot-
ing active citizens and strengthening civic capital.”17 

There are several dilemmas with which the relationship between the state and 
third sector is faced. The global and European debt crisis may impact on the 
relationship by limiting the resources of the state towards the NPOs. Also NPOs 
need to clarify for themselves how to work with public and private sources and 
how to communicate more efficiently its role and benefits to the general public 
(Strečanský 2012). 

Public resources/funding 

The latest available research on sources of income of non-profit organizations 
was conducted in 2002 and it concluded that the public funding share of the 
income of non-profit organizations was 26.8% (Petrášová – Štěpánková 2004: 
137). Due to lack of data it is impossible to identify this share for 2014. Howev-
er, the data presented below suggests that the role of public funding of Slovak 
civil society organizations has not decreased over time. Unlike Hungary or the 
Czech Republic, where massive investments into the civil society has taken place 
(as by the National Civic Fund in Hungary and the National Investment Fund 
which used revenues from privatization to endowments of Czech foundations), 
Slovakia has not experienced similar public funding initiatives. While this may 
have provided an extra incentive for raising private funding or increasing earned 

                                                      

17 http://tretisektor.gov.sk/data/files/1870_strategy-of-civil-society-development-in-
slovakia.pdf, page 25 
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income, it is also possible, that it contributed to the relatively low size of the civil 
society sector in terms of its socio-economic profile.  

Public resources for civil society in Slovakia today are derived from three main 
sources: 

Direct public funding (Subsidies and contributions from the state, regional and mu-
nicipal budgets, EU and other bilateral foreign funding with co-financing from 
the state budget).  

This type of funding between 1996 – 2006 followed the election cycle as the 
amounts soared during election years (Kubanova, 2008:57). Lately, this tendency 
is not as visible. The volume of public funding to non-profit organizations has 
gradually risen and the financial crisis reversed this development (See Figure 11 
below).  

There has been a gradual change, especially in the procedural aspects of the sub-
sidies. The practice of provision of subsidies was criticized because of poor 
transparency, low levels of competition and unavailability of clearly defined crite-
ria for selection, insufficient publicizing of these criteria if they existed and a lack 
of reporting. However, since 2010 there has been a positive trend in terms of 
improvements of the procedures and transparency (Farenzenova, 2011: 77).  

Figure 11: Subsidies (Current Transfers) to Non-Profit Organizations (1996 – 2010) in 
mil. EUR 
Source: Final State Accounts for 1996 – 2010. Kubánová et al 2008:59 and Faren-
zenova 2011:81.   



Boris Strečanský 87 

 

 

Indirect public funding. The most significant indirect public funding for non-profit 
organizations in Slovakia is the 2% income tax assignation (or “percentage tax 
philanthropy”)18. Apart from this there is also income tax relief - non-profit or-
ganizations income from the mission-related economic activity is not a subject of 
the income tax. Moreover, non-profit organizations are exempt from the road 
tax and real-estate tax. The 2% income tax assignation has become an important 
funding mechanism. It has been introduced in Slovakia after 1998 in analogy to 
Hungary, where a similar system had been established in 1996. Individual and 
corporate income taxpayers are entitled to assign 2% of their income tax to non-
profit organizations (which have to be registered at the Notary Chamber and 
prove they have no liabilities towards the state budget) for particular public ben-
efit purposes. Eligible purposes include health care, drug prevention, curation 
and resocialization of drug addicts, support and development of physical culture, 
provision of social care, protection of cultural values, support of education, pro-
tection of human rights, protection and support of the environment, science and 
research.  

In Slovakia the 2% income tax assignation was met by both, critical acclaim as well 
as outright rejection (Farenzenova, 2011:89). Its introduction was accompanied 
by the abolishment of “traditional” tax incentives for giving which allowed tax-
payers to deduct a certain amount from their tax base. This provoked fears, that 
the percentage system would disincentivize private philanthropy as it would de-

                                                      

18 The percentage tax philanthropy concept emerged in the policy debate around the issue of 
church and civil society funding in Central and Eastern Europe in the early nineties (1992-
1995). First in Hungary (1996), later on in other countries, newly democratized governments 
were looking for ways to establish new relationships with these societal actors. After discus-
sions among stakeholders, the mechanism emerged in Hungary and later on in Slovakia, 
Romania, Lithuania and Poland, as a public finance innovation that channelled public funds 
in a decentralized way to civil society and to public benefit purposes. Today, in each country 
it has a slightly different form, but the core principle is the same: it grants the right to a tax-
payer to designate 1% or 2% of paid income tax to a non-profit, non-governmental organiza-
tion or any other type of public benefit entity or to a church. The main rationale behind the 
introduction of the mechanism was to support the development of civil society, to develop a 
philanthropic culture and tradition and to de-politicize the government funding of civil socie-
ty. The mechanism has had several side effects – such as the abolition of tax incentives for 
giving (this was the case in Slovakia) or an increasing awareness of civil society. In post-
communist Europe, the discussion about the percentage system started in Hungary in 1991 
with the intention to supporting the church as a response and solution to the post 1989 calls 
for separation of the church and state. While this plan was not politically feasible, the idea of 
the percentage tax persisted in the policy arena, and was picked-up by those politicians that 
advocated finding a mechanism that would decrease the party influence on the distribution of 
governmental funding to civil society.   
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crease the tax motivation for private giving (the system is neutral from the per-
spective of a taxpayer. If the tax is not assigned, it goes to the state budget as 
opposed to the tax incentive mechanism based on tax deductions from tax base, 
where the taxpayer ultimately pays more, but at the same time pays less to the 
state budget).  

The system has been modified several times: It has increased from 1% to 2% 
and was extended from individual taxpayers to corporate taxpayers (this is 
unique world-wide). The eligible purposes, for which non-profits could use these 
resources were also changed several times depending on the value preferences of 
a particular political class in power (for example, the protection of human rights 
was removed from the list in 2006 and reappeared on it in 2007).  

Today the system has been further modified so that it includes a gift matching 
component (only for corporations) which means that if a corporate taxpayer 
provides a gift that equals the amount of 1% of its income tax, then the taxpayer 
is eligible to assign 1.5% of its income tax. In case a taxpayer does not provide 
any gift, it is entitled to assign only 1% of its income tax. The plan is to phase 
out the corporate income tax assignation by 2018. Currently (2014) there are 
ongoing negotiations between the government and civil society representatives 
through the Council for NGOs about this issue.  

Twelve years after its implementation in Slovakia, the system has found its place 
and a quarter of all civil society organizations use it as an important source of 
public income, that is flexible (its use is broad enough to allow for flexibility, 
unlike very tightly bound grants) and timely (it comes in time, without delays).  

The reporting requirements are adjusted to the amounts received and not meet-
ing these requirements results in sanctions in the form of exclusion from the list 
of eligible recipients.  

Payments for services (i.e. social services for the elderly, children, people with disa-
bilities or normative financing of elementary schools or high schools or health 
services, e.g. non-profit hospitals). In the area of public services, the major com-
petitor to non-profit service providers is the public sector and there is an ongo-
ing debate about the allocation of public funds, to which non-profit organiza-
tions interested in service provision in these areas have limited access.  
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Figure 12: Income Tax Assignation (2002-2014) in mil. EUR 
Source: Institute of Financial Policy, Ministry of Finance. Own research.  

The ability of civil society organizations in Slovakia to address social and eco-
nomic problems is compromised by the persistent underfunding of the third 
sector which impacts on the institutional development and capacity of NGOs. 
The general reforms in the education or social care area have not progressed in 
the last decade and the cooperation with the government is merely official, rather 
than real. That impacts especially public services in which the major competitor 
to non-profit service providers is the public sector and there is an ongoing dis-
cussion around the allocation of public funds to which non-profit organizations 
interested in service provision in these areas have limited access. The public 
funding of social services provided by non-public (non-profit) providers is fur-
ther complicated by the lack of systems that would be able to measure the quality 
of these services, both by the public and non-public providers.  

Non-profit organizations are especially relevant as providers of social services in 
areas, where the public sector is not able to deliver them – such as foster care, 
harm-reduction, anti-corruption or environmental education (Bútorová-
Gyarfášová 2011:129).  

One of the greatest obstacles is legal discrimination of CSO care providers to the 
advantage of public providers. This has far-reaching consequences, as it signifi-
cantly reduces the economic capacity and development of the civil society or 
faith-based organizations in this field. Practitioners in the field are convinced that 
there is sufficient professionalism and good practice among the civil society pro-
viders of care in terms of approach and philosophy and that if the conditions on 
the market would be fair, they could manage quite well. However, as the legal 
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and regulatory conditions discriminate against them, the core service provision 
does not even generate sufficient income for a full cost-recovery and certainly 
not for development.  

Closely related to this is the financial and economic pressure under which these 
organizations operate. This has an impact on the quality of the core services and 
operations, the overall organizational development and also career planning of 
the core staff in these organizations. 

Facilitative/restrictive (legal/regulatory) factors 

In the spring of 1990 a liberal legal framework for civic associations was adopted 
that provided the legal basis for associative energy of the people that was before 
channelled into the private sphere. “Associational revolution” in Slovakia erupt-
ed (See Figure 1 above).   

In the mid-nineties, the illiberal government enacted a restrictive framework for 
foundations, which was removed after a few years. Special laws on foundations, 
non-profit organizations providing publicly beneficial services and non-
investment funds were adopted and corrected so that after 1999, and especially 
after 2002, when a new law on foundations was adopted, civil society could fur-
ther develop without major impediments.  

The Law on Foundations, together with the Law on Non-Profit Organizations 
providing Generally Beneficial Services and the Law on Non-Investment Funds, 
is a specific law that defines the purpose, functions and operations of a founda-
tion and distinguishes it from other legal forms of non-profit organizations, such 
as non-profit organizations providing generally beneficial services. The main 
difference is in the strategies permitted to serve public benefit purposes. In the 
case of foundations it is the accumulation of resources and their subsequent 
distribution to other recipients in pursuit of public benefit purposes.  

Whereas a foundation is defined as a collection of assets, an association is a 
group of people. Civic associations are defined by a law from the early 1990s and 
compared to foundation law, the law on associations is very general and provides 
a much looser framework. For instance, it does not prescribe reporting.   

More recently, a Law on Volunteering was passed (in October 2011) which cre-
ated a legal framework for volunteering. It enables a 3% tax assignation for those 
individual taxpayers who act as volunteers, and stipulates an exemption from 
several kinds of local tax and elimination of VAT for the provision of voluntary 
services. In addition, a Law on Public Collections was adopted in 2014.  
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The legal framework is considered to be optimal and facilitative, however, there 
are challenges to it. More specifically, there are ambiguities in the law related to 
income generation activity, and the definition or practice of defining the public 
benefit activity. Another problem is the absence of a common registry of non-
profit organizations (unlike the business registry). The specificity of the non-
profit sector in economics, accounting, legal and regulatory requirements, was 
not fully understood by officials in various institutions of public administration. 
This is changing and gradually improving.  

Impact on policies 

The impact of civil society organizations on policies in Slovakia in the past 25 
years has been remarkable. The impact of civil society as one of the policy actors 
(and its specific contribution compared to political parties, trade unions or the 
media) shall be more rigorously assessed in the future. This is indeed a challeng-
ing task as it implies a comprehensive social scientific effort. The attempts con-
ducted so far were either anecdotal, qualitative or tentative (Salner 2008:14, 
Bútora et al. 2012:23, Strečanský 2008:10).  

But even with the existing evidence and background information, the contribu-
tion of civil society organizations to the Slovak society is acknowledged by most 
observers and researchers. There are two major contributions that can be 
stressed as having been important for the entire society (Strečanský 2008:10):   

a) The OK 98 voter mobilization campaign before parliamentary elections in 
1998. Through this activity, NGOs helped to navigate Slovakia’s political orien-
tation from authoritarian to democratic, and its foreign policy orientation to-
wards the EU and NATO.  

b) The Law on Access to Information adopted in 2000. This law went beyond 
basic democratic principles as well as beyond similar legislation in Europe. It 
greatly encouraged wider public participation in public policy. NGOs defined the 
content of the law, prepared the text, and shepherded it through the legislative 
process. In addition, they also created an opportunity for public debate and civ-
ic pressure that influenced legislators, and provided professional and lobbying 
support aimed at MPs during the approval of the law. After it was passed, NGOs 
provided educational and litigation support for institutions affected by the law, 
and monitored its implementation.  

Besides these major policy impacts, civil society played a crucial role in putting 
on the agenda policy issues such as foster family care of abandoned children, 
domestic violence, environmental protection or corruption. The referendum on 
EU accession, which was only successful by a narrow margin, was also a strategic 
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decision to a certain extent influenced by NGOs. The creation, annotation, and 
modernization of public policies (e.g. decentralization, public administration 
reform, draft Foreign Policy of the Slovak Republic and National Strategy of 
Sustainable Development) were significantly shaped by civil society activists.  

The participation of civil society activists in these processes was also due to the 
fact that “thanks” to the hostile domestic political situation in the 1990s 
(Mečiarism), many reform agents had been forced out of areas like science, edu-
cation and public administration towards the NGO environment, where they 
had more room for self-expression. After the change in the government in 1998, 
the state began to accept and implement the ideas of these experts (Strečanský 
2008:11).  

Among other actions of civil society in the policy area belong litigations against 
the authorities on issues such as property seizures, protection of victims and 
marginalized communities, access to justice, and protection of the rights 
of citizens against the state. For example, NGO lobbying improved the perfor-
mance of public administration by changing how the judicial branch was man-
aged and thereby improving transparency and justice in the selection of judges 
(Strečanský 2008: 11). 

Relation to market 

The boundaries between the business and non-profit sector or between civil 
society and the market are not clear-cut. There is quite an overlap between these 
two spaces. The legal framework strictly separates the public-benefit, non-profit 
entities such as foundations or non-profit organizations from for-profit entities. 
However, in the case of civic associations, the boundary is less clearly drawn as 
the duty to serve the public interest is not there.  

But even among foundations and non-profit organizations, their management 
perceives them as market actors. Many, especially corporate foundations, are 
informally part of corporate holdings that follow the business strategy of their 
founders. Similarly, many non-profit organizations are operating hospitals or 
provide social care services. There is room for further clarification and voluntary 
standards setting so that for-profit (private-benefit) and non-profit (public-
benefit) motifs are clearly separated in the daily practice.  

NGOs help to stabilize a country’s economic and political system. They repre-
sent themselves as distinct from the government and from the market. However, 
the boundaries between the market, the state, and the non-governmental sphere 
are not clear-cut, and instead these areas overlap (Strečanský 2008:7). The fol-
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lowing quote from a respondent of a qualitative survey on the role of NGOs in 
the decision-making processes in Slovakia illustrates this:   

“The term NGO was coined in the 1950s, when the non-governmental character 
of these organizations was emphasized. This was strengthened after the fall of 
Communism, because in 1989, everything was governmental. The emphasis on 
the non-profit character of NGOs came later when the economic role of NGOs 
became more apparent. Due to the developments in our country, NGOs tended 
to be perceived more as private initiatives of citizens than public sector organiza-
tions, in conflict with the EU view. This division according to sector was helpful 
at a certain point, but today the boundaries among the sectors often overlap. In 
our context, the fact that citizens are able to associate by themselves means that 
NGOs are non-governmental, even though in some respects they are often close 
to the private sector, and in their mission they may be close to the state.” 

The relation of NGOs to the business sector started to develop only after key 
reforms were implemented in the business sector. In the nineties, the situation 
was very unclear and the partners – on both sides – were not yet ready to engage 
in meaningful partnerships. After 2002, the situation improved and particularly 
upon Slovakia’s accession to the EU in 2004, the relationships started to develop 
more intensively.  

Companies played an important role as sponsors and resource providers to 
charity, culture and education even before 1998. However, they fulfilled their 
role in an unclear environment and without strategies and open communications. 
The financial support for NGOs was largely intuitive and lacked transparency 
(Bútora-Bútorová-Strečanský 2012:43).  

New initiatives emerged to develop relationships between the business and non-
profit spheres. Examples of this are the Via Bona – Prize for Corporate Philanthropy 
and Social Responsibility of companies, awarded by the Pontis Foundation since 1998, 
and the establishment of new organizations devoted to developing relations with 
companies such as the Center for Philanthropy (1999).  

More recently, the Association of Corporate Foundations was established. The 
business sector experienced a significant moment of motivation to become en-
gaged in a “social mission” in 2003 with the passing of an amended law on in-
come tax. The law allowed corporations to use the system of percentage philan-
thropy (2% of income tax). This had a significant impact on the already intensify-
ing community engagements of companies. The number of foundations estab-
lished by firms themselves grew rapidly. While only 23 corporate foundations 
were founded in the years between 1990 – 2001, another 58 were established 
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from 2002 to 2007, with many of them carrying the name of their mother com-
pany and operating as de facto subsidiaries.19 Today, there are around 90 of 
them, accounting for 20% of all foundations.20 (Bútora -Bútorová-Strečanský 
2012:44).  

Simultaneously, the concept of corporate social responsibility gradually devel-
oped in the business environment. This trend was endorsed by mother compa-
nies of foreign investors operating in Slovakia but also by systematic pressure 
from public and international institutions (the European Commission, UNDP 
and the World Bank) on the business sphere.  

In Slovakia, the usual interpretation of socially responsible companies is limited 
to corporate philanthropy, which is easier to communicate to the public.21 It is 
quite probable that if tax assignation by legal entities did not exist, stronger and 
more interesting activities in corporate social responsibility would develop. On 
the other hand, thanks to the tax assignation, numerous relationships between 
companies and non-profit organizations were established, enabling companies to 
participate more actively in public benefit activities and to support civil society. 

In addition to these two intersections of the business and non-profit spheres – 
corporate philanthropy and corporate social responsibility – there is one other 
form that remains in its infancy in Slovakia – social entrepreneurship. So far, 
its development has been significantly influenced by the opportunity to spend 
contributions from public sources, especially from EU funds, to support work 
integration. Social entrepreneurship was put in a negative light due to 
a corruption scandal concerning eight pilot social enterprises supported by the 
government in 2008. To sum up, social enterprises have not yet found an appro-
priate place in Slovakia, which would reflect the real needs and goals of various 
actors – communities, NGOs and companies – that is, their aim to implement 
commercial activities and achieve economic independence, while pursuing clearly 
defined social goals at the same time (Bútora et al. 2012:46). In the last few years, 
the new generation of businessmen and businesswomen has developed alterna-
tive ways of incubating and supporting social businesses by using entrepreneurial 
philosophy and business investment rationale.  

                                                      

19 Správa o stave firemných nadácií. Analýza údajov za rok 2007 [A Report on the State of Corpo-
rate Foundations. 2007 Data Analysis]. Bratislava, Slovak Donors Forum 2008. 
20 A survey conducted by the Center for Philanthropy in Bratislava. 

21 Gallová-Kriglerová, E. – Kerestešová, Z. – Kollár, M. – Vašečka, M.: Východisková štúdia 

o uplatňovaní spoločensky zodpovedného podnikania na Slovensku. [Baseline Study on Corporate 
Social Responsibility Practices in Slovakia]. Bratislava, UNDP Regional Bureau for Europe 
and the CIS 2007. 



Boris Strečanský 95 

 

 

Trust in and expectations of citizens towards civil society groups  

The emergence of civil society in the 1998 pre-election mobilization and its de-
fence of civil rights during 1994-1998 contributed to the growth of its advocacy 
and policy roles and strengthened its position as a political and influential actor 
in the eyes of the media, political class and general public.  

On the other hand, due to high visibility of this role and activities, its other func-
tions – social cohesion, innovation and public service functions were in a shad-
ow and not so visible. The public started to perceive the civil society in a reduc-
tionist view as only the advocacy NGOs. (Strečanský, 2008) Because these types 
of organizations were funded mostly by foreign funds, at least in the eyes of the 
socially and politically conservative classes, it opened a space for questioning the 
legitimacy of civil society as such.  

Regarding public perceptions of civil society groups, it is possible to identify the 
following major critical views (based on Marošiová, 2003:220-224), which were 
prominent to various degrees over the last 25 years. Some are based on stereo-
typical attitudes; some are based on experience and observation.   

 Involvement of civil society organizations in public affairs, involvement in 
policy making, even influencing the process of law-making. This is a highly 
contested dimension of civil society. Where is the line to be drawn between 
participatory policy development and the beginning of lobbying? What is the 
appropriate way and level of engagement of civil society in policy-making 
and public affairs?  

 Conflict of interests: engagement of the same individuals in party politics or 
business and in CSOs that act in the same space and deal with the same 
agendas.   

 Non-profits have a hidden agenda. They are based on abundant foreign 
funding and non-transparent motifs of action. The donor abundance in the 
nineties contributed to the cynical perception that the non-profit sector is in 
fact a good business, which is heavily subsidized by the West. Non-profit 
organizations are actually for-profit entities and their non-profit nature is just 
façade.  

 Perceived unity of the civil society – as if it were an actor that can define its 
position similarly to the state. Many state officials expect the civic sector to 
take positions and act as an entity of collectively organized interests that can 
spell out its agenda at any time. There is a reluctance to accept that civil so-
ciety is not a uniform and unified space.  
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 Fragile independence. The third sector has been too close to government 
(after 1998) and such proximity to government is incompatible with its claim 
to be independent.  

The available research on public perception of the non-profit sector was con-
ducted repeatedly by the Institute of Public Affairs and by the COPART project 
led by the Cabinet of Research of Social and Biological Communication of Slo-
vak Academy of Sciences between 2004 and 2011. Based on this data, Bútora-
Bútorová-Strečanský (2012) reminds that although NGOs perform diverse use-
ful functions in society, the public as a whole has a reserved attitude toward the 
third sector. The attitudes of citizens towards the third sector are less positive 
than toward local self-governments. However citizens’ attitudes toward NGOs 
are more positive than toward political parties. See Table 3. 

As Bútora (2012:55) notes, according to numerous research studies, the positive 
image of NGOs is linked to their activities in charity and assistance to people in 
need. By contrast, negative associations are based mainly on suspicions of non-
transparency in the handling of funds and of self-seeking motives of some indi-
viduals working in NGOs. 

Table 3: Development of trust in selected institutions in Slovakia (% trusting: % not 
trusting) (Bútora et al. 2012:56) 

 XI. 03 XI. 04 XI. 05 XI. 06 XI. 07 XI. 08 II. 10 XI. 10 IX. 11 

Local self-
governments 

56 : 38 56 : 39 54 : 41 58 : 27 55: 39* 60 : 36 – 51 : 43 – 

NGOs 42 : 40 – 49 : 39 47 : 38 40 : 43 47 : 41 42 : 45 41 : 47 41 : 47 

Parliament 24 : 72 32 : 66 24 : 73 50 : 45 44 : 52 42 : 56 40 : 56 32 : 63 31 : 66 

Government of the 
Slovak Republic 

19 : 79 29 : 69 21 : 77 54 : 42 45 : 51 48 : 50 42 : 54 33 : 62 29 : 67 

Political Parties 11 : 83 16 : 80 11 : 84 24 : 69 22 : 72 19 : 78 19 : 76 21 : 72 – 

*Data from August 2007, - Data not available. 
Source: Institute for Public Affairs, 2004 – 2007, 2010 – 2011; COPART-KVSBK/IVO, 

2008. 
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International funding 

International funding began to play an important role in providing civil society 
with resources soon after the change of the system in 1989.  

In quantitative terms, the international funding in the nineties played a funda-
mental role both in terms of size, access and quality. After the gradual develop-
ment of the country and further evolution of needs in the civil society area, the 
role and size of foreign funding decreased. Unfortunately, there is only limited 
data available for the period of the nineties. More recent data shows a gradual 
decrease in the early 2000s and a gradual increase towards the present day. The 
increase of foreign funding can be attributed to the influx of European funding. 
See Figure 13 below.  

Figure 13: International Funding to Non-Profit Organizations (2005-2013) in mil. EUR 
Source: SLOVSTAT Timeline Series Database on Non-Profit Organizations, Statistical 
Office of the Slovak Republic, retrieved 11/2014 

After 1990, the needs were immense and the willingness to support the changes 
from abroad was very strong. Among the various programs and initiatives, the 
assistance to civil society coming from the U.S. was the most visible and signifi-
cant. Individuals, volunteers and private foundations responded or just proac-
tively entered the country. Governmental programs followed.  

In the context of civil society development, the footprint of the U.S. assistance, 
both private and government, has been the most prominent (Demeš, 2012: 26). 
The American presence in the civil society development confronted the domes-
tic civil culture with different values and attitudes – such as the strengthened 
ethos of volunteerism, the role of individual and participatory processes. No 
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other country invested as much resources to support civil society as the USA. It 
was not just the financial resources, but also the presence of volunteers, bringing 
in the culture of participation and non-bureaucratic financial support that invest-
ed into the local talent (Demeš, 2012:26). 

The U.S. private foundations support was complemented by the public support 
through the USAID. After 2000, the American assistance started to gradually 
phase out as the key issues in the economic transformation and political reforms 
seemed to be addressed. Among the key private sources of funding that had their 
origin in the US were the Open Society Fund – which was probably the most 
significant private funding source in the civil society during the nineties and 
2000s supported by the investor George Soros. Other private funding sources 
were the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, German Marshall Fund of the U.S., Ford 
Foundation, C.S.Mott Foundation, the International Youth Foundation etc. Late 
in 2000, an important role was played by the consortium of these foundations 
organized in a sinking fund called the Trust for Civil Society in CEE. Today U.S. 
funding is only fractional compared to the levels from before. It is oriented to-
wards anti-corruption, improvement of the judiciary and support of minorities, 
including the Roma (Demeš, 2012).  

In the nineties and early 2000s, apart from the U.S. there was further funding for 
civil society development available from Canada (mostly through official bilateral 
assistance, Canada Fund), the United Kingdom (through British Know-How 
Fund, DFID, Charities Aid Foundation), the Netherlands (both, private founda-
tions – for example Dutch Cooperating Foundation and public programs such as 
Matra-KAP Program), Germany (mostly through “political” foundations such as 
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Heinrich Böll Stiftung, etc., 
but also some private foundations) and Japan (Sasakawa Peace Foundation, Nip-
pon Foundation). This list is by no means exhaustive.  

It should be stressed that the support by private foundations was important due 
to its flexibility, orientation and the way of its provision. It has been particularly 
crucial in the areas of human rights and civil rights protection, advocacy, watch-
dog, citizens involvement in public policy-making, minority protection and inno-
vations (Marček 2004:109).  

Another major international funding for civil society in Slovakia provided simul-
taneously with the U.S. funding in the nineties was the European Union –
PHARE program in the pre-accession phase. The Foundation for Support of 
Civic Activities – a project management unit - played an important role in sup-
porting grass-roots civil society organizations from the EU funds in the nineties 
and early 2000s.  
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After the entry of Slovakia into the EU in 2004, Slovakia could also access struc-
tural funds. However, the civil society support has not been among the priorities 
of the programming of the structural funds in Slovakia in the 2007-2013 period. 
Also, civil society criticized the Slovak government for not applying properly the 
partnership principle with the civil society in the process of programming 
(Gramblickova 2011:13). 

A more significant role in the support of civil society was played by the Europe-
an Commission initiatives and “communitarian” programs such as the “Watch-
dog Fund” of the DG Justice, Freedom and Security established in 2005 as a 
temporary instrument to support the accountability and watchdog activities in 
the new EU member states. There are also other programs for example the Life 
Long Learning Program, or Calls for proposals for combating discrimination and 
promoting equality of the DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportu-
nities, etc.  

The European Union funding has not fully replaced the US funding, as the civil 
society had hoped. After the entry into the EU, it was the national government 
that defined the priorities of the EU funding in Slovakia and civil society was not 
among them. From the perspective of the EC it was not politically feasible to 
claim civil society deficits in membership countries, as the civil society develop-
ment was one of the political criteria that had to be met before the entry.  

The technical barriers related to the EU funding to civil society were also signifi-
cant. The funding was often administratively overly complicated and thus less 
accessible for smaller organizations (especially after the entry of Slovakia into the 
EU). It is a paradox that the perception of Slovak NGOs is that the regulations 
have become more complicated once they reached the national level and Slovak 
bureaucracy made them even more formal and complicated (Farenzenova, 
2011:85).  

In the period 2004-2009 and 2009-2014 civil society in Slovakia benefited from 
the Financial Mechanism of EEA and Swiss Financial Mechanism to support 
economic and social cohesion. Within the civil society area, these Financial 
Mechanisms established NGO Funds, which are administered by three domestic 
grant-making foundations (Socia Foundation, Open Society Fund and Ekopolis 
Foundation). Part of these grants was employed for supporting disadvantaged 
groups and human rights.  

A unique initiative in the context of the V4 is provided by the International Vis-
egrad Fund – a grant-making fund established by four Visegrad countries in 2000 
to support educational, cultural, scientific, intellectual exchange and cross-border 
projects among the V4 countries as well as to reach out to their neighbors.  
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The lessons learned from the international funding focused on civil society de-
velopment in Slovakia would require deeper analysis and reflection. Some analy-
sis is provided by Demeš (2012). He stresses that the support of civil society 
needs to be implemented through non-profit organizations and volunteers that 
contribute to higher flexibility and spontaneity. Slovakia was in the fortunate 
position that the US and European aid to its civil society was provided simulta-
neously and based on the same values – with respect to human rights and politi-
cal and civic freedom. At the same time, it is recognized that the transfer of ex-
periences from other countries and cultures is possible, but limited.  

Part 3: Fields of activity approach  

The prominent areas of civil society activity  

The lack of “hard” data on the inner structuring of the civil society does not 
allow for the provision of a detailed picture of what the prominent areas of civil 
society activity are today. The latest available data is from 1996 and 2002 from 
the Johns Hopkins Non-Profit Sector Comparative Research Project. In these 
reports, the most prominent areas were:  

Table 4: Number of non-profit organizations by ICNPO classification in 2002 

ICNPO Number % 

TOTAL 30 232 100% 

Culture and Recreation 8516 28.2 

Housing and Development 6578 21.8 

Professional and Business Associations 3813 12.6 

Churches and Religious Organizations 3462 11.5 

Environmental Protection 3058 10.1 

Charity and Humanitarian Assistance 1866 6.2 

Education and Research 830 2.7 

Source: Radičová et al. 2004:80 

Since 2002 the situation has changed and it is very likely, that the segments of 
education, health care and social assistance would have significantly increased 
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their presence in terms of number of organizations performing these activities 
and their socio-economic meaning. There is an indirect indicator of it – namely, 
the employment. The statistical data reveals that the FTE employment in the 
non-profit organizations in 2013 was greatest in the following three areas:  

Table 5: Number of FTE Employees according to NACE rev.2 in non-profit organiza-
tions 

NACE Classification of Activity No. of FTE employees 

Education 10 909 

Social Assistance 4013 

Church and Religious Organizations 3909 

Health Protection 3318 

Source: SLOVSTAT Timeline Series Database on Non-Profit Organizations, Statistical 
Office of the Slovak Republic, retrieved 11/2014 

Part 4: Functional approach  

Scientific research has identified the following primary functions of civil society 
organizations in Slovakia (Bútora-Bútorová-Strečanský 2012:30):  

 Watchdog function. This function has been especially developed since 
1998 when a significant part of the non-profit sector became an important 
bulwark against authoritarian tendencies. There are not many watchdog 
NGOs, but they are visible and able to influence the overall culture of public 
affairs management.  

 Alternative public policy development function. This function has a 
tradition in Slovakia since the nineties. In this period, think-tanks and policy 
institutions emerged that provided input to public discourse and crafted pol-
icies in various areas of life – economy, privatization, legal reform, public 
administration or the environment.  

 Advocacy function to promote interests and rights of various groups of 
citizens or to advance particular issues – ranging from environment protec-
tion, foster care for children to human rights and antidiscrimination issues.  

 Innovation and experimentation function is another function that the 
Slovak third sector has performed in last decade – there have been dozens of 
social innovations developed and piloted by NGOs in Slovakia in the last ten 
years. Among others, these include: Roma teaching assistants in schools, 
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self-help groups for women recovering from breast cancer operations, alter-
native schools, micro-lending programs for women, community founda-
tions, low-threshold community clubs, etc. (Bútora-Bútorová-Strečanský 
2012:30). 

 Service provision function has also developed, especially in the area of 
social care for people with special needs, the elderly, children or sick people 
and in the education sector. Services in the area of environment, research or 
rural development are less present. Especially in the area of social affairs and 
education, the public sector perceives the non-profit service providers as 
competitors. Non-profit service providers are not just supplementary to the 
state services, but may provide better and alternative services. However, 
there is a lack of empirical evidence to make quantitative comparisons be-
tween the performance of state and non-profit service providers. First at-
tempts at comparing the quality of service and its economic aspects were 
made in 2011 as part of a study commissioned by the Governmental Pleni-
potentiary for Development of Civil Society. Regardless of this fact, NGOs 
bring competition to the field of service provision, which had not existed 
much in public services in general. The element of competition contributed 
to counterbalancing tendencies towards corporatism and thus, also to the 
search for better public policies (Kostal-Matlon-Kozak 2011).  

 Humanitarian assistance as a part of foreign development assistance, 
which is a relatively new function. In the nineties, this function was not rele-
vant, but at present it gains in importance and resonance in society.  

Part 5: Claims approach  

Which claims/themes are most prominent? 

Without quantitative data, the comparison between possible claims and their 
relative prominence remains open to different interpretations.  

The following themes have resonated significantly in society in the last several 
years: 

 Working of judiciary system and police. This theme has been prominent in 
the media through a number of stories suggesting unfair behavior of judges 
and violation of the rule of law. The public image of the judiciary was fur-
ther damaged by the eccentric, undemocratic and arrogant behavior of the 
Chairman of the Judicial Council and the Chairman of the Supreme Court 
(the same person). This stirred public discontent and only emphasized the 
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judiciary as one of the key obstacles in achieving the basic standards of ac-
cess to justice and curbing corruption.  

 Environment is historically important theme – both in terms of the number 
of actors involved with this topic in civil society and their support and also 
in terms of its mobilization potential. The conflicts of environment with de-
velopment also raised this theme high on the agenda of the media and politi-
cians. There is a growing tension between the urban, environmentally sensi-
tive, younger population and the politicians and political and bureaucratic 
class that do not share the same appreciation for environmental values. 

 Political (working of political institutions). The discontent with the political 
class is all-pervasive, in the media as well as in the streets, and is aimed at all 
or most of the political parties and politicians - especially, after several scan-
dals and allegations of corruption of top politicians, which, however, have 
remained unconfirmed by the courts. The continuous erosion of trust in the 
political class is extremely dangerous since it promotes the rise in popularity 
of populist leaders such as neo-Nazi politicians (recently the Head of Re-
gional Self-Government in Banská Bystrica).  

 The Rights of gays/lesbians has become an important theme in society in 
recent years. It was partly caused by the gradual emancipation of the LGBTI 
minority and its gradual stepping out of the shadow (Rainbow Marches for 
example). At the same time, the rights of gays and lesbians became a con-
tested issue when these rights (e.g. registered partnerships, marriages of gays 
and lesbians) were questioned by Christian civil society groups that initiated 
petitions to entail some of these rights in the constitutional change. In this 
issue, traditional religion (its traditional hierarchical and authoritarian model) 
clashes with the modern, urban, secular, young generation and its demand 
for liberal democracy. The lack of discussion and interaction between these 
two parties has contributed to recent tensions within the faith-based com-
munities (in both, lay and clergy) on how to communicate their beliefs to the 
secular society. In addition, the faith-based and secular parts of society disa-
gree over the interpretation of cultural values and rights in the legal and po-
litical system. The secular civil society considers the increasing presence of 
faith-based initiatives in the mainstream public space to endanger the secular 
nature of the state. The public is therefore much involved in this emerging 
debate, which sometimes gets political and rather heated. 

 Gender issues emerged in the early 2000s as a public issue and since then the 
institutional response has been visible. However, in the light of recent dis-
cussions, the gender issue acquires a political spin with respect to issues of 
work-life balance, equity in working conditions as well as remuneration and 
in general, higher gender sensitivity in public institutions, gender balance in 
the public space and equal opportunities.  
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Part 6: Organizational approach  

In terms of organizational forms that exist in Slovakia, the most prominent are 
associations – which are easy to establish, but about which it is quite difficult to 
get basic information. See Table 1 for the numbers. Unfortunately, there is no 
data available on what is the ratio between informal and formalized 
groups/activity.  

In terms of nature of relation and interaction between different organisations, 
civil society organizations started to organise themselves already in the early 
nineties through the “Gremium of the Third Sector” which was established as an 
informal platform for discussion and expression of the interest of the third sec-
tor. This self-organizing process continued in the institutional third sector and a 
number of diverse thematic platforms and federations emerged. There are over 
40 umbrella associations or platforms that organize themselves around various 
thematic groups – such as youth, environment, social service providers, 
NGDOs, Christian organizations, etc. 

The changes in the civil society are not only in motivation or focus, but also in 
its way of working. There is a noticeable influence of the new media and tech-
nologies on the organisational processes and ways of communication of civil 
society to the general public. With regard to internal processes, there is a tenden-
cy towards frequent but shorter communication outputs, internet activism 
through petitioning, and social mobilization through social networks. This hap-
pens alongside the tendency of younger civil society groups to organize them-
selves informally and ad hoc and rejecting the traditional institutionalism of 
NGOs. However, as recent qualitative surveys show, internet activism does not 
lead to the mobilization of citizens to support “civic values” only (Butora et al. 
2011). The anonymity of the internet space also encourages the spreading of 
uncivil values – by anti-Roma, xenophobic, nationalistic or otherwise extremist 
movements.  

Capacity-building is employed in order to enable staff and organizations to cope 
with the issues and challenges they face. However, the training and development 
of skills and competencies needs firm base of viable economic activity and bal-
anced income and expenditures. The continuous under-financing of civil society 
organizations causes a critical lack of basic human capacity (that is not easily 
replaceable by volunteer effort) that in turn prevents these organization from 
developing their institutional capacities such as fundraising, strategic planning or 
volunteers’ management leading towards the circle of lack of resources. As a 
result, the situation is perceived as uninspiring and impossible to change. The 
mesmerizing power and need of resources causes ‘weak’ organizations to stag-
nate, and continue their practices. 
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The organizational practice can be very different on how capacity is being devel-
oped – ranging from smart human resource policies (bringing in a good mix of 
people with diverse backgrounds), to team-building, training and learning oppor-
tunities and encouragement.  

Part 7: Conclusions  

Civil society in Slovakia experienced very dynamic developments in the past 25 
years. In crucial historical moments, it was able to influence the course of the 
development by giving voice to the people and contributing to positive changes 
in the 22 years history of Slovakia and 25 years since the Velvet Revolution. But 
the civil society has also changed internally. It has grown in numbers and in di-
versity.  

In order to specify its socio-economic contribution to Slovakia, especially in the 
first decade and half of the 21st century, more data is needed. The lack of up-to-
date hard statistical data on the civil society does not allow for additional com-
parisons between some inner characteristics of the civil society as well as com-
parisons between the civil society sector and other socio-economic partners.  

The observable changes in the civil society in Slovakia are not only in motivation 
or focus, but also in its way of working. There is a noticeable influence of the 
new media and technologies on organisational processes and ways of communi-
cation of civil society to the general public. With regard to internal processes, 
there is a trend towards frequent but shorter communication outputs, internet 
activism through petitioning, and social mobilization through social networks. 

This happens alongside the tendency of younger civil society groups to organize 
themselves informally and ad hoc and rejecting the traditional institutionalism of 
NGOs. However, as recent qualitative surveys show, internet activism does not 
lead to the mobilization of citizens to support “civic values” only (Butora et al. 
2011). The anonymity of the internet space also encourages the spreading of 
uncivil values – by anti-Roma, xenophobic, nationalistic or otherwise extremist 
movements.  

In this growing diversification of the civil society sector, the ability of the civil 
society organizations in Slovakia to address social and economic problems is 
compromised by the ongoing underfunding of the third sector which impacts on 
the NGO institutional development and capacity. The general reforms in the 
education or social care area have not progressed in the last decade and the co-
operation with the government is merely official, rather than real. That impacts 
especially public services in which the major competitor to non-profit service 
providers is the public sector and there is an ongoing debate about the allocation 
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of public funds to which non-profit organizations interested in service provision 
in these areas have limited access.  

As Bútora (2012:73) reminds very precisely: “over the last 22 years, the third 
sector, as a part of civil society, has created a uniquely rich, diverse and flexible 
network of forms, organizational schemes, initiatives and ideas, which have 
moved society forward. It has built up an intellectual foundation for societal 
reforms, provided a mechanism for control of power, defended the interests of 
various groups of citizens, offered useful services, joined in resolving environ-
mental, social and health problems and reacted to the needs of communities, 
towns and regions of Slovakia. Thousands of small organizations, initiatives, 
clubs and volunteer groups have demonstrated their usefulness and made unique 
achievements. 

Despite a complicated heritage of undemocratic conditions, backwardness and 
discontinuity, civic actors and volunteers managed to engage and motivate 
a broader public because they offered understandable, acceptable concepts of 
freedom, solidarity and activism, which were in line with democratic moderniza-
tion and which broke down the prevailing ethos of civic helplessness, as well as 
the tendency toward preferring the promotion of individual interests instead of 
the public good. They have exhibited an outstanding ability to weave together 
meaningful activities, engage in social campaigns, find ways to help socially ex-
cluded groups, engage local elites in useful, pro-social activities in many fields 
and find support for all of it both at home and abroad. They have expanded 
social capital and improved the quality of life in Slovakia. 

In order for these experiences to be passed on and their existing potential to be 
used, the nongovernmental organizations and the active citizens who work in 
them need to develop partnership ties; strengthen their institutional infrastruc-
ture; take advantage of their civic participation opportunities in various spheres; 
unleash the energy hidden in both the younger and older generations; cultivate 
public administration staff; and educate, train and coach potential actors and 
carriers of positive social change”. 
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Introduction 

To understand the condition of modern Polish civil society and the third sector 
we must take into account both the historical factors shaping the context in 
which civil society developed in the region, as well as the particular character of 
Polish society and culture that can be defined by a low level of social trust, high 
importance of family as well as a strong position of the Catholic Church. Those 
factors won’t fully explain the specificity of the Polish civil society, but are help-
ful when trying to understand the persisting patterns of social activism as well as 
barriers in the development of volunteerism in recent years. 

In a nutshell, Polish civil society tradition is rooted in the 19th century charity 
work (often faith-based) and elites’ activism in the spheres of education, social 
support as well as culture and sports. Another part of this tradition was charac-
teristic for rural areas, where specific forms of activism developed around folk 
culture as well as farmers’ cooperatives. The development of a more widespread 
and democratic civil society structures was dramatically halted by the outbreak of 
the First World War and soon after the Second World War, which left Poland 
severely destroyed in both material and societal terms. A large proportion of the 
social elites (both urban and rural) were war casualties and wiped out due to the 
planned extermination by both the Hitler and Stalin regimes, and with it the pre-
war social activism tradition was severely weakened.  

After that, during the communist regime of 1945-1989 all forms of social activ-
ism not in line with communist politics were considered illegal and persecuted. 
However, it can be said that despite the unfavorable conditions, some forms of 
civil society existed during that time, with both the associations accepted by the 
state (because of the right ideological profile) and informal or undercover forms 
of social activism creating an outlet for civic engagement and freedom of 
thought (what Kubik called “illegal civil society”). At that time, the trade unions 
and Catholic Church were the two main spheres, in which this activism devel-
oped. Both of those strands resulted in the emergence of the “Solidarity” move-
ment, which, as Pope John Paul II famously stated “changed the face of this 
earth”, giving an impulse to the abolishment of communism, later embodied by 
the fall of the Berlin wall.  

In Poland, the end of the communist regime in 1989 was characterized by the 
outbreak of social as well as economic activism, clearly visible in the number of 
registered civil society organizations as well as private companies. Freedom of 
association as well as the introduction of free market economy both shaped the 
1990s and marked the beginning of a new stage of the civil society development 
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in Poland. Now, twenty-five years after the rebirth of a democratic Polish civil 
society, both public22 and non-governmental23 data speaks of 60 thousand active 
organizations and associations in Poland.24 Moreover, some level of stabilization 
in the sector can be already observed, with one quarter of existing organizations 
being more than 15 years old, while 10 years ago only one in ten organizations 
was 15 or more (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Zając 2012).  

The rate of changes in Polish civil society is still very dynamic, and the legal envi-
ronment in which these organizations function is also very different to the one at 
the beginning of the transformation period. Those changes are mainly due to the 
Law on Public Benefit and Voluntary Work that was passed in 2003 as well as 
Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004. It provided opportunities, 
but also created challenges for CSOs, especially when international (especially 
American) donors phased out their commitments in Poland and moved east-
wards, where new political and humanitarian crises were attracting their atten-
tion. 

In general, the changes observed in the civil society sector in the subsequent 
editions of existing research25 are said to be mainly the result of the transfor-
mations of the legal and socio-economic context in Poland. The funding per-
spectives (especially the availability of European Funds), as well as internal and 
external communication, promotion and advertising opportunities (connected 
with internet accessibility and social media development) were crucial for the 
recent development of Polish civil society, creating a very different context for 
social activism than 25 years ago. Latest editions of the Central Statistical Office 
and Klon/Jawor surveys from 2011 and 2012 respectively, show a continuation 
of many trends observed earlier, but also changes brought about by the recent 
economic crisis.  

For a comprehensive analysis of the state of civil society in Poland, we also need 
to look at the data describing the level of trust, social activism and participation, 
gathered in the framework of research like World Values Survey, Social Diagno-
sis and many others.26 As they all illustrate, in spite of its closeness to Western 

                                                      

22 Central Statistical Office, www.stat.gov.pl  
23 Klon/Jawor Association, www.civicpedia.ngo.pl  
24 Not including voluntary fire brigades. 

25 Main sources of data being the Central Statistical Office surveys (SOF) as well as 
Klon/Jawor survey “Condition of third sector organizations in Poland”, conducted during 
last 15 years. 

26 Questions concerning those issues can be found in several national and international 
research, eg. European Social Survey, European Values Survey, International Social Survey 
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European countries in many respects, Poland constantly shows very low levels of 
social trust as well as citizens’ participation. Despite recent developments in the 
access to information and support for social activities, the formalities connected 
with the establishment and running of associations as well as foundations are still 
a high barrier to overcome for many of the informal initiatives, which remain 
unregistered, and therefore are not included in the available databases. This 
means that many of the civil society groups remain invisible in terms of public 
statistics and are unaccounted for, which makes it difficult to measure the real 
level of social activism in Poland.  

However, some conclusions can be drawn from existing long-term research con-
cerning the social situation in Poland. According to the Social Diagnosis survey 
(Czapiński, Panek 2013), 14% of respondents belonged to some sort of “organi-
zations, associations, parties, committees, councils, religious groups or a clubs” 
(10% of them were members of only one association, 3% of two associations) in 
Poland in 2013. The majority of respondents (86%) did not belong to any organ-
ization. What is interesting in this context is that those who belong to some type 
of CSO are often (24%) active in religious organizations. While religious organi-
zations are missed out in most of the existing research, this result is important 
when discussing the nature of civil society engagement in Poland.  

Social Diagnosis data from the years 2003-2013 suggests that civil society in Po-
land, if understood as participation in voluntary organizations, has not been de-
veloping, but instead has stagnated and failed to attract new people. In the last 
ten years of research the association indicator changed irregularly between 12 
and 15%. Also, only 15% of respondents were involved in any activities for the 
benefit of the local community (gmina), housing estate, town or neighborhood). 
As Table 1 shows, we can talk about slow but systematic growth in the involve-
ment in community work during the last decade, although it is not clear if the 
trend will hold. Even though this percentage is higher than in previous years, it 
cannot be taken as a proof of growing activity of Poles in the civil domain. 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                               

Program, Polish General Social Survey, Social Diagnosis, World Values Survey, as well as ad 
hoc CBOS research. 
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Table 1: Percentage of active organization members and those active in the local 
communities (municipalities, settlements, villages, neighborhoods) 

 2000 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 

Organization members - 12% 12% 15% 13% 15% 14% 

Active in the community 8% 13% 14% 14% 16% 16% 15% 

Source: Czapiński, Panek (2013) 

Data gathered by Klon/Jawor presents a slightly more positive picture of social 
engagement of Poles. According to the latest results social activity of Poles 
(widely defined) has remained at the same level for the last several years: about 
one third of the population is socially active, while 18% was involved in formal 
volunteering in 2013, and 27% in activities for the benefit of persons outside the 
family and friends circle. Data shows that social activity is positively correlated 
with philanthropy, as well as trust in strangers and the belief that through work-
ing together with others common goals can be reached. 

As Makowski (2012) argues, in general, Poles tend to be reluctant to associate 
but slightly more willing to support the activities of associations. However, that 
support is often occasional and prompted by a direct need or duty, like in case of 
involvement in the school social activities during the period when one’s child is a 
pupil or ad hoc protests concerning local developments. 

Therefore, to diagnose the needs of civil society in Poland we need to distinguish 
between the concept of the active society and its institutionalisation in the form 
of the third sector organizations. One of the most malignant diagnoses of the 
sector nowadays is that “we wanted to have a civil society, but we ended up with 
having NGOs” in Poland (interview with Kuba Wygnański, 2014). In other 
words, NGO-isation of Polish civil society definitely takes place and it needs 
addressing through the ways in which civil society is supported. It is even more 
important in the context of the change introduced by the large extent of Europe-
an funding.  
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Part 1: Basic information 

According to the latest Central Statistical Office survey (CSO 2014), 83.5 thou-
sand of third sector organizations were active in Poland in 2012.27 Out of those 
69.6 thousand were associations and similar civic organizations, 8.5 thousand 
were foundations, 3.6 thousand professional and business associations and em-
ployers’ organizations and 1.8 thousand civic religious organizations. One in 
every ten organizations had a status of public benefit organization (OPP) and 
overall there were 8 thousand of them in 2012. Taking into account the overall 
number of Polish inhabitants (38 million) and the fact that approximately one-
third of organizations registered in Poland is not active, those numbers should 
be considered as rather modest.28  

Changes in time 

Statistical surveys conducted during the last 15 years by Central Statistical Office 
show that the number of active third sector organizations as well as their eco-
nomic potential steadily increases in Poland. Between 1997-2012 the number of 
active associations, foundations, faith-based charities, professional and business 
associations and employers’ organizations increased threefold. The total income 
of these organizations also increased by about the same factor and the number 
of full time employees increased about twice. At the same time the membership 
in those organizations is falling. However, the changes are slower than in other 
respects: between 2005 and 2012 the total membership fell by about a quarter 
(CSO 2014).  

Compared to the 1990s, the rate of changes in the third sector seems to be slow-
ing down in recent years. The highest recorded rate of increase in the number of 
active organizations was between 1997 and 2005 – on average about 18% per 
year. During that period, every year 5,000 new organizations were created. At the 
same time, the total income growth of the sector at that time was about 6%, 
while the rate of increase of employment was 3%. The disparity between eco-
nomic growth and employment increase in third sector organizations was pre-

                                                      

27 This number is higher than the one quoted earlier, because of the wider definition of third 
sector used by Central Statistical Office. Klon/Jawor exclude some very specific forms of the 
third sector organizations (like fire brigades, hunting circles, etc.) from their research for the 
sake of data clarity. 

28 Compare data for neighboring Slovakia, with 5.5 million inhabitants and over 34,000 
registered organizations and Hungary, with a population of around 10 million, and more than 
66,000 CSOs. 
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dominantly due to the fact that new organizations initially did not have any in-
come and did not hire many full time employees, as compared to the well-
established ones.     

The passing of the new Law on Public Benefit and Voluntary Work (in 2003) 
and Poland accession to European Union (in 2004), resulted in raising availability 
of public funds, which was reflected in the total income increase during that time 
by 4.6 billion zlotys per year. However, the project-focused, short-term type of 
financing caused the organizations to resign from hiring long-term employees. 
This is why the increase of the full-time employment grew only 3% per year.  

The years between 2005-2010 were marked by economic growth of at least some 
of the organizations (the average yearly increase of income was around 18%), 
while the rate of increase of the number of active organizations was much lower 
at that time, around 4% per year. At the same time, the surveys reported that 
between 2005 and 2010 the membership in the third sector organizations de-
clined by 5% per year, which amounts to about 0.6 million people resigning from 
their membership per year. 

Other general trends kept up between 2010 and 2012, however the scale of 
changes was significantly smaller. The only difference was the level of hiring, 
which grew to about 6% per year. This seems to indicate that the sector as a 
whole may be catching up after years of slow growth. At the same time the 
growth in the number of active organizations and in total income saw a steady 
and identical rate of 2% per year. The membership stabilized at about 10 million 
with a slight decrease of 0.1 million members or 1% per year. 

Between 2010 and 2012 the number of active organizations grew only by 4% 
(about 3.1 thousand). Foundations grew the most, as their number increased by 
20% (by 1.4 thousand) since 2010. The growth of associations and similar organ-
izations was only 3%, as their numbers increased by 1.7 thousand between 2010 
and 2012. Finally, the numbers of professional and business associations and 
employers’ organizations as well as faith-based charities remained steady during 
that time.    

Present characteristics of the sector 

As for the geographical disparity of the civil society organizations, according to 
recent data (CSO 2014), six out of 10 organizations were located in the cities, 
especially in the bigger ones (poviat cities – 36%). At the same time, approx. 
40% of the existing organizations was active in rural areas. Professional and 
business associations and employers’ organizations, as well as faith-based chari-
ties were mostly located in the cities with district rights (71%, 60% and 51%, 
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respectively). As expected, both the voluntary fire brigades and farmers’ associa-
tions were predominantly located in rural areas (91% and 90% respectively). 

In terms of their regional distribution, most of the Polish organizations active in 
2012 were located in the central Mazowsze region (13.4 thousand or 16%). This 
is due to the fact that a lot of organizations (8% of all registered ones in Poland) 
are located in the capital city of Warsaw. This is most clearly seen in terms of 
foundations, with 27% of them located in Warsaw and 36% in Mazowsze. In 
terms of the number of active third sector organizations, second to Mazowsze is 
the Wielkopolska region (8.4 thousand) and third is the Małopolska region (7.4 
thousand). Some regional differences with respect to the organizations’ profiles 
can also be observed: Wielkopolska had a large fraction of professional and 
business associations and employers’ organizations (16%), while Malopolska, on 
the other hand, had a lot of faith-based charities (15%). The smallest number of 
active organizations (below 2.7 thousand) was located in the Swietokrzyskie, 
Podlaskie, Opolskie i Lubuskie Voivodeships, mostly due to the small population 
size in these areas. 

Accordingly, the highest number of organizations per capita was found in Ma-
zowieckie Voivodeship (25.3 organizations per 10 thousand inhabitants), 
Wielkopolskie Voivodeship (24.3) and Podkarpackie Voivodeship (23.8). The 
smallest penetration of third sector organizations was found in Śląskie Voivode-
ship (15.2). This latter region had a quite high overall number of active organiza-
tions, but also it is the second most populated area in the country (4.6 million 
inhabitants). In terms of the country average, for every 10 thousand inhabitants 
there were 21.7 active organizations in 2012.  

Interestingly, geographical density of civil society organizations still reflects the 
historical division of Poland in the years 1772-1918. The Eastern part of Poland, 
which was occupied by Russia and Austria during those years, displays much 
lower average levels of social activism or civic engagement than the Western part 
which was under Prussian occupation at that time.  
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Figure 1: Number of associations and foundations (excluding voluntary fire brigades) 
per 10 thousand inhabitants in 2012. 
Source: Przewłocka, Adamiak, Herbst (2013).   

Activism of Polish civil society organizations is mainly local in scope. Most of 
the surveyed organizations had an intermediate outreach range – as data from 
2012 shows, 38% of organizations were active on a borough scale only (gmina), 
while 22% were active on a district scale (powiat). The fraction of organizations 
that performed activities on a scale bigger than district (powiat) but smaller than 
voivodeship was 18%, while the fraction of those that performed activities on the 
national level was 17%. Only 6% of organizations had an international outreach, 
while 9% of organizations were active only on a neighborhood scale (Prze-
włocka, Adamiak, Herbst, 2013).  

Most frequently, the local outreach on the neighborhood or borough scale was 
reported by farmers’ associations (87%) and voluntary fire brigades (60%), which 
both operate on the level of one or several villages. On the other hand, the voi-
vodeship outreach dominated in professional, business and employers’ associations 
(34%), usually concentrated on the regional economic and labor market issues. 
The national and international outreach was characteristic for foundations (34% 
and 12% respectively), which tend to conduct programs on the national scale 
rather than local one. 

In terms of employment, the Polish third sector is dominated by organizations, 
whose activity is based on voluntary work. Even though 40% of associations and 
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foundations have permanent employees or associates, most of them are hired for 
a limited number of hours, so most of the work is performed without pay. Of-
ten, it turns out that organizations pay for only one full-time position. However, 
during the last two years we can observe an overall increase in the hiring rate, 
especially in the youngest organizations. Still, these are usually positions with 
temporary contracts rather than full-time positions. In 2010, and also in 2012, 
only 20% of organizations were hiring full time or part time employees, and even 
if so, these long-term employments were limited to some subset of workers. The 
popularity of short-term contracts is due to the irregular activity pattern and lack 
of financial stability of most Polish civil organizations. Almost one third of the 
organizations do not work systematically and 8% of them declare that they are 
only active a few times a year (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Herbst, 2013).  

In both cases, that of associations and foundations, not only official staff mem-
bers and leaders of the organization play an important role as a workforce, but 
also outside volunteers are extremely important. Their participation is ubiquitous 
as they are present in more than half of the organizations. At the same time, a 
lack of people who want to volunteer has been one of the most common prob-
lems named by the organizations for some years. The other common problem is 
the retention of employees and volunteers. This is not surprising. However, only 
around half of the organizations actively seek out new members and/or volun-
teers. Moreover, it seems that CSOs are not willing to invest in skills concerning 
methods of recruitment of new volunteers or human resources management and 
the training programs for CSOs concerning those issues are not very popular. It 
can be stated that human resources management is an area, which still consti-
tutes a challenge for many of the Polish civil society organizations.     

The other problem of the sector is a lack of openness and the resulting stagna-
tion in some of the third sector organizations. This is indicated, as mentioned 
above, by a lack of initiatives focused on recruiting new members, a lack of new 
members in one quarter of the organizations (in the last two years preceding the 
survey), but also small changes in the leadership of the organizations. The board 
of directors has not changed during the last three years in about 50% of the or-
ganizations. The scope of this stagnation leads to questions about the connect-
edness of the organizations with their members, or even more so with their 
community “base”.       
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Part 2: The environment of civil society 

Relation to the state 

Since the administrative reform in 1999, the local governments in Poland became 
one of the most important partners of the civil society sector, especially at the 
municipal level. The financial cooperation intensified since then, and the number 
of municipalities subcontracting some of its tasks to civil organizations is steadily 
increasing. Alongside this process, the amount of money transferred to the third 
sector organizations is growing, as is their importance in the budgets of munici-
palities. Due to legal regulations, local authorities mainly support formal civil 
society organizations’ activities (mainly by financing the subcontracted public 
services). However, some recent changes created opportunities for non-financial 
support of some informal local initiatives. 

In general, there is a big concern about the lack of partnership between the civil 
society and state representatives on all levels. Even though the percentage of 
organizations involved in the work of municipal committees and working groups 
increased in recent years, it still remains low at only 31%. A similarly low per-
centage of organizations are involved in the consultation on strategies, programs 
and resolutions at the local level. This strengthens the hierarchical relationships 
between the two sectors, as CSOs are reduced to the role of local government 
subcontractors. Both sides contribute to this state of affairs – as many examples 
show, the attitude of local government staff is often driven by reluctance to let 
civil society actors take part in decision-making processes as well as creating local 
policies. The paternalistic approach to the organizations from the side of the 
public officials meets with a lack of interest in cooperation (or lack of belief in its 
effectiveness) on the side of organizations.  

This enduring “clinch” severely weakens the potential for cooperation between 
public institutions and civil society organizations. A low level of trust, typical of 
the Polish society, seems to be the main reason for that, as the existing system of 
complicated procedures imposed on CSOs by the public partners illustrates. In 
the past two years there has been a significant increase in the group of activists 
of the third sector, who complained about excessively extensive bureaucracy of 
public administration (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Herbst 2013). As authors of the 
CSO sustainability index remark, Polish laws regulating CSO registration and 
operation remain bureaucratic, complicated, and lengthy. As a rule, foundations 
usually need two to three weeks to register and in the case of associations, the 
court has up to three months to review the applications. The authorities also 
often question the provisions in organizations’ founding statutes, which consid-
erably extends the registration process. Apart from the length of the registration 
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procedure, another main barrier is the relatively high threshold of fifteen found-
ing members in the case of associations, as well as arbitrary decisions made by 
public officials, who sometimes question CSOs’ goals or missions.  

While, according to Polish law, CSOs are independent in their activity and man-
agement, there are over 200 formal requirements and legal regulations (according 
to estimates by Klon/Jawor) that they must observe. This is especially discourag-
ing for smaller organizations with little capacity that have to live up to the same 
standards as bigger and more professional CSOs. Moreover, although civil socie-
ty organizations can express their opinions freely, they tend to limit their criti-
cism towards authorities and agencies (especially at the local level), because they 
often rely heavily on local government funding. This dependence obviously lim-
its the watchdog function of civil society in Poland. 

In terms of financial support, public funds remain the primary source of funding 
for the Polish civil sector, with the local government funds serving as a basic 
source of money for their projects. Klon/Jawor provide data, which confirms 
that these funds very often constitute the predominant part of the budgets of 
civil society organizations. Therefore, one can speak of a certain level of depend-
ence on local government money, especially since many associations and founda-
tions depend on them for many years already and do not seek alternative sources 
of funding. This “addiction” is especially evident in the case of rural organiza-
tions, which usually have limited access to alternative funding and therefore of-
ten play the role of sub-contractors for the local authorities. As mentioned earli-
er, the consequences of this “mono-diet” of public funding can be negative not 
only because of the financial stability of the organizations (problems will arise 
when this source of stable funding is lost), but also because of the way they func-
tion (risk of excessive conformity).  

Only a relatively small group of organizations use government and EU funds, as 
well as having to depend on business or private donors. In general, the total 
fraction of the money obtained from public budgets has not changed significant-
ly over the years. They account for about half of the sector’s budget, with na-
tional public funds being responsible for slightly more than one-third of the 
budget. While the use of government resources decreased, EU funding gained 
importance as a source of financing of CSO activities.  

Compared to the situation of ten years ago, the European funds are no longer an 
unknown hinterland to the Polish civil organizations. A growing number of as-
sociations and foundations (40%) report]that their knowledge about EU funding 
is satisfactory and constantly growing. The number of organizations applying for 
funds in the EU also increased significantly, as compared to the period between 
2004 and 2008. Interestingly, however, there was no visible growth between 
2010 and 2012, and also there was a huge group of organizations excluded from 
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these funds, due to financing programs’ profiles and bureaucratic restrictions. 
Right now, it remains an open question what changes the new financial perspec-
tive for 2014-2020 will bring in this respect, while it introduces some new “rules 
of the game”, which not all of the CSOs will be able to abide by.  

The main barrier to obtain EU funding is the lack of material and human re-
sources, which prevents the organizations from fulfilling the requirements im-
posed on the projects, addressing formalities during different stages of their 
application, as well as adopting complex accounting procedures. Another prob-
lem is the often-required individual financial contribution to the projects. There-
fore, the European funds remain accessible mainly to wealthy organizations, 
because associations and foundations applying for them need to have fixed assets 
and a relatively high income from other sources. 

According to Polish law, CSOs can earn money for the provision of goods and 
services, but earnings from such activities usually constitute only a small part of 
CSO revenues. Some organizations compete for government contracts through 
open bidding procedures at both local and central levels, but most of them lack 
the capacity to both compete as well as deliver the services. All CSO income is 
exempt from taxation and by definition should be spent on mission-related activ-
ities. Moreover, CSOs with special public benefit status29 receive additional privi-
leges when taking part in open bidding and have a right to receive 1% of indi-
vidual taxpayers’ tax liabilities. Revenues from fees for services represent a de-
clining share of CSOs’ budgets as the services are generally provided free-of-
charge and co-financed by local governments through grants or open bids. 

As for the civil society organization engagement in decision-making, most of the 
dialogue between the state and CSOs occurs via the tripartite system in a frame-
work of Trilateral Commission. However, according to the stakeholders involved 
in the CSI assessment, social dialogue institutions in Poland are devoid of any 
significant political leverage and, therefore, do not provide CSOs with real possi-
bilities to influence the policy agenda. Polish accession to EU, however, brought 
in some reforms in that respect, resulting in the growing inclusion of non-profit 
actors in policy making. Still, their role seems to be more decorative, than actual-
ly influential. 

                                                      

29 All associations and foundations have a right to apply for a Public Benefit Organization 
status according to the 2003 Law on public benefit and volunteer work. If eligible, they re-
ceive the right to obtain revenues from 1% tax and have preference in some of the public 
bids.  
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Relation to the market 

Although by definition not working for profit, some of the CSOs engage in mar-
ket or business activity. Around 5.8 thousand of third sector organizations stud-
ied by the Central Statistical Office reported that they conducted business activi-
ty in 2012. This was a decline of 1,000 organizations (or 15%) compared to 2010. 
The predominant type of business activity was related to the real estate market 
(19%, mainly rental property), professional, scientific, technical activities (14%, 
usually related to advertising) education (14%, mainly extra-curricular education) 
and agriculture, forestry, hunting and fishing (11%, mainly hunting). Less fre-
quent types of activities were related to wholesale and retail trade (9%), infor-
mation and communication, as well as arts, entertainment and recreation (7% 
each), and finally the activities in the field of administration and support service 
(6%, mainly related to the organization of fairs, exhibitions and congresses and 
activities connected with organizing tourism). 

While Polish CSOs rarely have their own resources, they rely heavily on project 
funding, therefore services offered by them usually mirror donor priorities as 
well as the needs of members, supporters, or beneficiaries, rather than the needs 
of the greater community, which CSOs often lack the capacity to diagnose. Ac-
cording to the recent Klon/Jawor survey (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Herbst, 2013), 
only one-third of CSOs declared that they collect and analyze some type of data 
to diagnose the needs of the local community, and only one-fifth tries to identify 
the number of potential service users.  

The low level of “social rootedness” of third sector organizations is also indicat-
ed by the small and continuously decreasing number of organizations benefiting 
from philanthropy, by both individuals and businesses. The downward trend has 
been observed for several years, but in the last two it clearly accelerated. Un-
doubtedly, this is partly due to the economic crisis, particularly in terms of busi-
ness support. It should be noted, however, that not only the generosity of do-
nors is a problem, but also the activity of the organizations is very low in this 
area. Nearly half of researched organizations are not interested in receiving sup-
port from business. A similar fraction declares no interest in raising funds from 
ordinary people outside the organization. Legal and tax regulations hindering the 
acquisition of donations may play a role here, but other factors are the negative 
experience of the organizations in dealing with business, and finally the lack of 
tradition of private entities supporting social activities in Poland. Many activists 
and civil society leaders treat public funds as the natural source of financing their 
projects and this is the first place they turn to. Therefore, despite the problems 
with obtaining funding from the local government, they are not looking for al-
ternative sources of financing. Another issue here is the lack of knowledge, skills 
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and human resources necessary to engage with private companies and conduct 
fundraising activities.  

Yet, there are some symptoms indicating impending change in this sphere. When 
it comes to obtaining support from individuals, the government is currently 
working on an amendment to the Law on Public Collections, that would simplify 
the way they are conducted, ensure public access to information on the organiza-
tions conducting them, and thus (at least in theory) result in the increased popu-
larity of this form of support. As for now, the proceeds from public collections 
constitute only a fraction of the proceeds from individual philanthropy. 

Also, when it comes to business philanthropy, some positive changes are already 
visible in Poland. First, there is an increase in the number of civil society organi-
zations networking with the private sector (though this does not necessary trans-
late into an increase of financial support). Second, the recent study by 
Klon/Jawor shows a relatively strong interest in training focused on developing 
skills for cooperation with the private sector. The reason for these changes may 
be the aforementioned problems with obtaining public funds and search for 
alternative sources. Another driving factor may be the media and societal interest 
in Corporate Social Responsibility (CRS). 

In addition to shifts in the sources of financing, one of the most significant 
changes observed in the study by Klon/Jawor (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Herbst 
2013) relates to the deterioration of the financial condition of the sector as a 
whole. During the last two years, average income decreased and the number of 
organizations increased. Even though the importance of these problems clearly 
decreased in previous years, the sector representatives more often complain 
about problems in obtaining funds and equipment. Furthermore, it seems that 
even the largest and wealthiest organizations were affected by the economic 
crisis. Perhaps it is the latter that contributes to another observed phenomenon – 
namely, the slowing down in respect of growing financial disparities between the 
third sector organizations that were clearly observed in previous years. Still, those 
disparities are huge: 5% of the richest organizations control over 60% of all the 
financial resources available for the sector. 

Apart from problems associated with human resources management inside the 
organizations, a significant development barrier of the sector is the weak empha-
sis on effective planning, management and self-monitoring. Only a minority of 
the organizations conduct systematic activities in this field, while the large part of 
the organizations’ representatives do not see the benefits of critical assessment of 
their own actions and effects. They also lack the knowledge on ways to carry out 
such an evaluation, although information as well as trainings in this area is avail-
able. Combined with the lack of in-depth knowledge about needs of potential 
beneficiaries, this situation may have a negative impact on the quality of services 
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provided by part of the civil society organization. However, according to the 
existing Klon/Jawor data, there is an increasing awareness of the importance of 
these issues among CSOs. Three subsequent surveys showed an increase in the 
number of respondents (currently at 45%) indicating that raising the quality of 
services is one of the four top priorities in the coming years.  

It has to be mentioned that also the new information technologies increasingly 
determine the functioning of the sector. The proportion of organizations having 
their own website is constantly growing (currently 62%); most of the CSOs gen-
erally also use e-mail on an everyday basis. Still, there are huge geographical dif-
ferences in this respect, depending on the quality and speed of the available in-
ternet connection as well as the level of basic computer skills of the staff mem-
bers. Actors from the rural areas and smaller towns less often make use of the 
Internet than those from urban regions. In general, the internet remains a power-
ful tool supporting civil society activities and is used for instructing purposes as 
well as advocacy, gaining visibility and networking. 

Even though the assessment of the situation of the sector is better than a decade 
earlier, the upward trend observed in 2002-2008 has recently not only halted, but 
seemingly reversed. The number of organizations evaluating the current situation 
as worse than in previous years, and also the number of those expecting deterio-
ration in the future has visibly increased. Perhaps this is the result of deteriora-
tion in the financial situation of the organizations, which is still considered to be 
the most important prerequisite for effective functioning by a large part of the 
sector.  

Inter-sector relations 

One of the issues that complicate the collaboration between third sector organi-
zations and local administration is the CSOs’ inability to agree on a consistent 
position toward local administration. Another problem is the existing competi-
tion (stemming mainly from the scarcity of available public resources) and con-
flicts within the sector. The importance of the latter problem is growing – in 
2012, the fraction of organizations indicating this problem as “noticeable”, raised 
to 17%, compared to 13-14% observed in the previous years. A growing number 
of conflicts can be interpreted as a result of increased competition in the sector 
and growing divergence of interests, but also as a simple consequence of a grow-
ing number of CSOs and intensifying relationships between organizations. 

Generally, the range of contacts within the sector is growing and a steadily in-
creasing proportion of CSOs claim that they belong to different kinds of groups 
or networks (approximately one-third of the organizations belong to some type 
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of umbrella network). Advancements in information technology enable greater 
access to information (also on the actions of others) and an increased number of 
contacts with other people and organizations, letting the representatives of or-
ganizations see the opportunities of cooperation with similar bodies. Also, there 
is an intensification of informational and promotional activities involving large 
federations or networks and the boards or councils of nearly one-third of organi-
zations include members of other associations and foundations. This applies 
especially to organizations operating on a national scale and shows a very high 
scale of personal ties in that group. It remains an open question, however, how 
the rising cooperation indicators translate into effective actions and the quality of 
relationships, and how much of it is based only on formal membership and loose 
relationships.  

Trust in and expectations of citizens towards civil society groups  

As mentioned earlier, according to Social Diagnosis survey, as well as surveys 
conducted by Klon/Jawor only approximately 15% of Poles declare membership 
in a CSO, social or religious movement, trade union or charity. Klon/Jawor as-
sesses that between 14-20% of adults volunteer in a civil society organization, 
while according to CBOS surveys around 20% of adults claim to be performing 
some type of civic activity in an organization. As for community service, Social 
Diagnosis results show that 15% of Polish people claim to have been active on 
behalf of their community (town or neighborhood). CBOS surveys confirm that 
about 20% of adults declare that they have performed volunteer, unpaid work 
for the benefit of their environment, church, neighborhood, or for the people in 
need.  

One of the reasons for the current limited participation in civil society is a result 
of a widespread refusal to join the institutionalized system of civic engagement 
enforced during communism. After the time when public participation in state-
run or state-controlled organizations was often obligatory, many people today 
are still reluctant to participate in social activity, seeing it as something forced on 
them. Ironically, in this context, passivity can be defined as an act of personal 
freedom.  

Also, after the outburst of citizen mobilization that brought about the collapse of 
communism, Polish society entered a phase of public disillusionment with the 
new capitalistic and democratic system. This disappointment was strengthened 
by the fact that pro-market reforms have severely limited the economic rewards 
most citizens expected after dismantling the system of planned economy.  
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While it seems rather uncontroversial to assume that strong civil society is built 
on trust we should note that Poland also ranks very low on the indicators of 
trust – both interpersonal and toward organizations and institutions. While trust 
is believed to be a pre-requisite of co-operation to achieve common goals, its 
lack seems to be one of the main sources of Polish civil society weakness. 

Low trust levels also influence the attitude of Poles towards civil society organi-
zations. As recent Klon/Jawor data shows, the majority of Poles (94%) have 
engaged with some type of civil society activity. Best known to the wider public 
are organizations working in the field of social aid and supplying help to the 
needy (sick, poor, marginalized). Despite various problems with CSO’s social 
image, in the last eight years (since 2006) the number of respondents who claim 
that associations and foundations generally provide better outreach than state 
institutions was steadily growing. In 2013, 63% agreed with this opinion. It is 
certainly a reflection of the strong presence of aid organizations in the media and 
the recognition of their outreach in this domain of the third sector activity. The 
introduction of the 1% mechanism caused an increased media coverage of the 
organizations and had a significant impact on the public perception of CSOs. 
Since 2006, there was a steady growth in the number of Poles who believed that 
organizations effectively address the problems in the neighborhood. In 2013, 
these were 41% of the population, with an increase of 15 percentage points 
compared to the year 2006. 

Still, slightly less than half (44%) of the respondents believe that organizations 
often abuse their status or use their resources for private purposes. Despite the 
fact that this percentage is gradually declining, it illustrates the strong negative 
image of associations and foundations. This may be related to the understanding 
of the role of organizations (especially of foundations) as redistributors of finan-
cial resources. Almost three-quarters of Poles agree that social organizations are 
mainly engaged in helping the needy and sick. However, collection and manage-
ment of large sums of money raised by the organizations induces fear of “scams” 
and fraud and translates into low levels of trust. A common doubt would be that 
organizations spend money that should go to the needy for internal administra-
tion costs and wages. One of the most important factors in building credibility of 
the organizations is the visibility of the positive results of their actions. Mean-
while, less than half of the Polish population sees the effects of the activities of 
the organizations every day, and even fewer (41%) believe that organizations 
solve important social problems in their immediate vicinity. Thus, it seems that 
organizations still have problems with the effective communication of the effects 
of their actions. 

Another view has persisted for four years (since 2010): almost half of the Polish 
population believes that the impact of CSOs in solving important social prob-
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lems in Poland is rather small. Such a high percentage (currently at 46%) of re-
spondents believing that civil society organizations have a very small impact on 
solving important problems of the country is an indicator that some changes in 
both, the communication with the wider public as well as the modes of CSOs’ 
behaviour are needed. 

Part 3: Civil society fields of activity 

According to Central Statistical Office data from 2012, civil society organizations 
most often declare “sport, tourism, recreation, hobbies and rescue” as main areas 
of their statutory activity – in 2012, one of these two areas was indicated by al-
most half of the organizations (30% and 18% respectively). This result is related 
to a high representation of the physical culture associations, sports associations 
and volunteer fire brigades among the surveyed organizations (in total, they ac-
counted for 42% of the analyzed group). 

Next in terms of popularity were associations working in the areas of “arts and 
culture” (11%), “education and upbringing”, “research” (9%) and “social and 
humanitarian help” (8%). Less common areas of activity were “professional is-
sues, labor, trade” (6%), “health care” and “local development” (both 4%). The 
distribution among the different areas of activity was similar to the one observed 
in 2010. The differences in the proportions of subsequent fields did not exceed 1 
percentage point. 

While third sector organizations differ in terms of their dominant field of activi-
ty, we may notice some patters concerning specific types of activism they indi-
cate as their main mission. For example, all of the associations of physical culture 
and sports associations deal with sport, tourism, recreation and hobbies, while 
the volunteer fire brigades are mainly concerned with rescue. Public benefit or-
ganizations, on the other hand, declared three times as often as the rest of the 
sector, that their activity concentrated around social and humanitarian help (25% 
vs. 8%) or health care (14% vs. 4%). On the other hand, most of the surveyed 
foundations (60%) named arts and culture (22%), education and upbringing 
(18%) or social and humanitarian aid (18%) as their primary domain. Important-
ly, three out of four civic religious organizations declared education and upbring-
ing or social and humanitarian help as their main field of activity (49% and 23%, 
respectively).  

According to Klon/Jawor, if you take into account additional areas of activity, it 
turns out that more than half of all Polish organizations (55%) conduct sport and 
recreational activities, while 42% of associations and foundations carry out some 
type of educational activities. One third (33%) of organizations declare activities 
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related to the arts and culture as their primary or secondary area of interest. A 
smaller fraction (15%) of CSOs are active in the field of social services and social 
support, local development and health. One out of ten works on environmental 
issues and engages in supporting other non-governmental initiatives.  

Figure 2: Main areas of civil society organization activity. 
Source: Przewłocka, Adamiak, Zając (2012). 

As all available data shows, in general, “sport, tourism and recreation” remains 
the main field of activity indicated by the Polish CSOs and it is also one of the 
best-organized parts of the sector. Sport CSOs often declare that they organize 
different kinds of sport events on local and regional levels. Those CSOs are of-
ten responsible for sustaining sport facilities and organizing different types of 
trainings. Many of them are local sport clubs based in schools, parishes or recrea-
tional institutions. Characteristic of sports organizations is their big membership 
base – overall 2.3 mil. people, on average they have 72 members. Also, most of 
sport CSOs activities and services are directed at their members. 

Associations and foundations active in the field of education and upbringing 
usually concentrate on organizing extracurricular classes in schools, study groups 
and interest circles for children and teenagers (52%). Adult education, lifelong 
learning, third age universities as well as different trainings and courses are orga-
nized by approximately one third of those CSOs. Also, around one fifth of them 
focus on teenage upbringing, through scouting and similar activities.  
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The majority of organizations working in art and culture (61%) are responsible 
for organizing local cultural events – such as festivals, contests and performanc-
es. Around half of them engage in cultural education as well as sustaining local 
tradition and the promotion of folk art. On third of those organizations work in 
some specific field of art (like sculpture, music, graphic arts etc.), while others 
focus on preserving the monuments and places of historical value or engage in 
theatre production or publishing and media activities (TV, radio, printed press or 
books). 

In the area of social aid and services, more than half of the organizations focus 
on the issues of childcare and child support. Another important aspect present in 
the work of nearly half of them is supporting parents and families with different 
social, psychological and economic problems as well as disabled people and 
those affected by severe poverty. One third of social aid organizations support 
the elderly, while a quarter of them specialise in distributing food, goods and 
clothes. Also, around one fifth of those organizations support addicts and their 
families as well as foster families and children’s homes. 

For the CSOs active in the field of health, their main activities concern prophy-
lactics, the promotion of a healthy lifestyle, health education and blood donation 
(76%). One third of them work with rehabilitation and therapy, running sanato-
riums and other healthcare institutions. 

Organizations specializing in local development usually focus on the animation 
and integration of local communities, developing neighborhood initiatives and 
self-help activities. Less popular are actions for the economic development on 
the local level, including building some type of financial infrastructure, support-
ing entrepreneurship and offering advisory services. 

Environmental organizations usually work in the area of ecological education 
and promotion of sustainable development (70%). Some also directly engage in 
protecting the natural environment – forests, natural reserves, national parks and 
resources like water, air etc. One quarter is working on developing systems of 
waste control and recycling. 

In the area of labor market and employment we mainly find CSOs organizing 
professional courses and trainings (64%), with over half of them also focusing 
on the economic activation of unemployed or young people. One third provides 
job advising services as well as internships and traineeships.  

It is important to note, that many of CSOs in Poland have a scope of interest 
going beyond one single area – only 45% of organizations studied by 
Klon/Jawor declared just one field of activity (they were usually sport organiza-
tions). On average, two fields of interest were indicated, and one third would 
declare up to three areas. As a general rule, we can see that the areas of art and 
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culture often coexist with education and upbringing and the local development 
activities usually connect with labor market and environmental issues as well as 
supporting local civil society.  

Table 2: All areas of civil society organization activity. 

 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 

Sport, tourism, recreation, hobby 62% 47% 50% 53% 55% 

Education and upbringing 44% 36% 37% 47% 42% 

Culture and art 26% 23% 24% 31% 33% 

Social services, social aid 27% 21% 22% 17% 16% 

Local development 21% 13% 11% 16% 16% 

Healthcare 24% 17% 19% 19% 15% 

Environment protection 16% 9% 10% 11% 11% 

Support for other CSOs 14% 10% 10% 10% 10% 

Labor market, employment - 9% 11% 9% 7% 

International activism 11% 7% 10% 6% 6% 

Law, human rights, political en-
gagement 

11% 7% 8% 6% 6% 

Research 9% 6% 6% 6% 6% 

Professional and employees or-
ganizations 

7% 4% 3% 4% 4% 

Religion 2% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

Other 2% 5% 5% 11% 4% 

Source: Przewłocka, Adamiak, Zając (2012). 

Part 4: Functions of civil society 

We can distinguish three main forms of statutory CSOs activities in Poland: ser-
vice provision, material support and production of goods. Two third of surveyed 
(CSO 2012) organizations indicated only one of those three forms and it was 
most frequently service provision (88%). The majority of them was offering 
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services free of charge (83%). Most of the services offered by CSOs were de-
fined as social aid services. This type of service is also typical of public benefit 
organizations, which most often provide assistance to disabled, sick and elderly 
people (47.1%). At the same time, 27.9% of OPP organizations declared social 
services and activities addressed to children, adolescents and families as their 
main focus of activity.  

Other forms of services are the support for other third sector organizations like 
the promotion of cooperations between CSOs and different institutions (20%), 
the mobilisation and education of public opinion (13%) and the representation 
or protection of the rights of members or beneficiaries of organizations as well 
as other groups (8%). 

The second most important field of activity is the provision of material support 
in the form of financial or material assistance, offered by 18% of surveyed CSOs. 
In most cases the support is directed towards individuals in need (13%) then to 
organizations or institutions (7%). Only 2% of the surveyed organizations de-
clared that the main form of statutory activity is the production of goods. 

The majority of organizations (66%) operate directly on behalf of their members, 
beneficiaries or clients, providing them with services (57%), representing their 
interests (24%) or organizing mutual assistance and support (19%). Activities 
addressed at members, beneficiaries or clients are typical of associations and 
foundations with large budgets and of associations and foundations based in 
cities (almost 70%) rather than those from rural areas (57%). The organisation of 
various types of events – fairs, concerts, festivals or competitions – is also a 
prominent form of CSO activity (55%), typical of cultural organizations (69%) 
and sport organizations (66%); sometimes also those involved in health care 
(24%). The popularity of such actions is largest in the rural areas, where as much 
as two thirds of CSOs engage in this type of activity. 

Activities related to reaching out to wider audiences and raising awareness was 
declared by over half of the foundations and associations. Nearly three out of ten 
organizations are running websites on topics related to their mission, organize 
debates, conferences and seminars, or try to mobilize and educate the public 
about their activities. Also, nearly one-fifth publishes magazines, newsletters and 
reports on issues related to the organization’s mission. New technologies are a 
popular tool for reaching out to broader society – every year an increasing per-
centage of organizations declares that they use web portals to mobilize and edu-
cate the public. 

Civil society groups often declare that they also work on supporting other organ-
izations and strengthening the cooperation between them. For this purpose, 
more than one-fifth is trying to animate joint activities of various organizations 
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and institutions in Poland, while one-tenth takes such initiatives beyond the 
country borders. However, this type of activity significantly declined in compari-
son with 2010 (by 8 percentage points). In addition, 16% of organizations sup-
port other associations and foundations through counselling, training or consult-
ing. This type of service is usually offered by foundations and associations oper-
ating internationally (64% of them take such actions) and nationwide (40%); it is 
also more characteristic of organizations with a larger budget. 

Taking into account the low economic potential of the sector, it is not surprising 
that only one quarter of the Polish third sector is engaged in granting financial 
and material support to individuals (20%) as well as other civil society organiza-
tions (10%). Also, a little less than one-fifth (16%) of the organizations work on 
influencing the legal regulations in Poland. To this end, they usually organize 
public debates or participate in discussions with the public administration (12%). 
Also, only 7% of organizations are engaged in direct advocacy and lobbying, 
trying to induce a systemic change. Not surprisingly, activities related to influenc-
ing the legislation system are more typical of bigger organizations with a broader 
range of activities and a high budget (one third of the wealthiest CSOs). Trying 
to make an impact on the legal system is particularly typical of Warsaw organiza-
tions (24%), as well as CSOs involved in local development (31%) and health 
care (24%).  

Slightly more than one-tenth of Polish organizations are also involved in scien-
tific research, and the collection, processing and analysis of data. This function is 
usually fulfilled by associations and foundations from the larger cities with over 
200,000 inhabitants, acting at least on a national scale, and having the highest 
budgets. 

When analyzed more specifically, we can see a high dependence between the 
type of functions CSOs fulfill and their main area of interest or their profile. 
Many of service providing CSOs are filling the gap that neither the state, nor the 
market can or is willing to close. One example would be local rescue organiza-
tions, which are often uniformed and equipped with special tools. They take 
action to meet the social needs, which are not fully met by the state or the free 
market, like fighting fires, natural disasters and other local threats, protecting the 
natural environment, etc. Similarly, many CSOs specialize in helping the sick and 
the elderly or disabled persons as well as in supplying social services and activi-
ties to children, adolescents and families in difficult circumstances. This type of 
activity has a long tradition in the Polish third sector since more than half of the 
organizations active in the field of social assistance and social services are the 
ones that had at least 20 years of working experience, and thus, some were estab-
lished prior to the period of political transformation in Poland.  
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It is worth mentioning that while non-profit organizations may charge for their 
statutory activity or run a business, only 5.5% out of the 17,000 organizations 
operating in the field of social assistance and social services required compensa-
tion for their services, and they did so only to get reimbursed for direct costs 
connected with their activities. 

In terms of the types of services provided by cultural organizations, we can di-
vide them into three categories: organizations that animate the collaboration 
between different organizations (17% of organizations), organizations that sup-
port their members and benefactors (11%) and those providing paid services 
(10% of organizations).  

To summarize, the provision of free services is a dominant type of activity in 
sports and social assistance organizations as well non-profit organizations dealing 
with culture. Advocacy and efforts to mobilize and raise public awareness is 
most typical of organizations dealing with culture (13%) and with human rights. 

As the CIVICUS project has shown, with respect to the level of service delivery, 
CSOs in Poland appear to be more active in the area of social interests than or-
ganizations in any other post-communist country. This is mainly a result of the 
engagement of Catholic Church institutions and faith-based organizations in the 
area of social support. Despite that fact, CSOs in Poland are often seen as verti-
cal organizations that do not respond to crucial societal concerns and needs, and 
are suspected to be more interested in pleasing donors and grant givers than 
addressing the true sources of social problems. We can stipulate that the high 
level of corruption that affected public administration during communism, now 
negatively influences the public image of CSOs, which are perceived as public 
agents and therefore not easily trusted.  

According to the CSO Sustainability Index results, cooperation, contacts, and 
formal dialogue between CSOs and public administration continued to grow in 
2012, primarily at the national level. A number of CSOs participate in well-
established intersectional platforms, such as the Council of Public Benefit Activi-
ty, the EU Fund Monitoring Committees, and the Public Debate Forum 
launched by the President of Poland in 2011. In recent years, civil society organi-
zations also succeeded in building better working contacts with central govern-
ment agencies, which previously showed little interest in policy-related dialogue. 
More and more often Ministries seek CSOs’ opinions and expertise at the differ-
ent stages of legislative or strategic processes. This is a major development, 
compared to the previous practice of only inviting CSO comments on docu-
ments that had already been drafted. Many CSOs, alongside other stakeholders, 
were also invited to participate in the Team on the Strategy Europe 2020, the 
EU’s new long-term socio-economic development program. The team, which 
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consists of high-level officials, has a consultative and monitoring role in the EU 
strategy’s implementation at the national level.  

Moreover, civil organizations coalitions have gained some recognition in recent 
years, and become a more effective form of advocacy. However, national coali-
tions and networks tend to target decision makers and politicians rather than the 
wider public. One of the demands coming from those coalitions is to supply 
accessible financial means for small CSOs as well as give CSOs a bigger role in 
the strategic programming, monitoring, and assessment of EU funds. Those 
initiatives are now officially backed by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Region-
al Development, which works together with CSOs to implement their ideas. 
Other existing coalitions draft political documents and amendments, persuade 
parliamentarians to work on some specific issues and submit reports to country 
officials, that can be used in creating legal guidelines and solutions. Nowadays, 
CSOs also have many opportunities to participate in national consultations and 
debates on legal reforms concerning public fundraising, registration, and CSO 
operations. However, at the local level, authorities continue to perceive CSOs 
predominantly as service providers and therefore only implement basic instru-
ments of CSO participation provided for by the Law on Public Benefit and Vol-
untary Work.  

Naturally, it is mostly umbrella organizations and national CSO networks which 
are most active in trying to promote legal reforms that would benefit the sector 
as a whole, such as the creation of more legal and financial provisions for the 
sector. Local civil society groups usually do not have enough capacity to take up 
such advocacy efforts or, given the previous experience, do not believe they will 
be successful. 

Part 5: Civil society claims 

When analyzing the most prominent issues raised by civil society groups, we can 
identify two general overreaching themes. One is the self-serving claim for fur-
ther development of civil society, through both the creation of a better legal 
environment and financial opportunities and the introduction of new ways of 
engaging citizens in different forms of social activities to overcome social apathy 
and low levels of trust. Another theme concerns the quality of democracy and 
relations between the state and the citizens, underlining the need for introducing 
more transparent and participatory mechanisms in order to involve people in 
decision-making processes and hold public officials accountable for their deci-
sions.  
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Apart from that, however, we can talk about more specific claims gaining visibil-
ity depending on the most pressing issues for Polish society. For example, envi-
ronmental claims become more visible when issues connected with the road 
infrastructure development emerged after Polish accession to the EU. Many of 
the EU green policies also strengthened ecological claims, making them an im-
portant part of the public debate. 

In the same way, gender issues became one of the hot topics in the last years, 
with a lot of demonstrations, publications and social media activity accompany-
ing the discussions around equal rights as well as reproductive rights, mainly 
connected with repeating attempts to introduce stricter laws concerning abortion 
and in vitro. The Women’s movement in Poland also often addresses economic 
issues, lobbying for better employees protection and more friendly labor market 
policies with solutions supporting the reconciliation of work and care. Similarly, 
claims by sexual minorities gained visibility in the context of the growing LGBT 
movement, pride/equality parades and a (failed) attempt to introduce some form 
of legal union for homosexual couples. 

Trade unions as well as other organizations representing workers are traditionally 
powerful actors in the civil society sphere, usually lobbing for better wages and 
working conditions as well as keeping retirement privileges. Especially visible in 
recent years were miners’ and nurses’ protests addressing reforms introduced by 
subsequent governments or bad economic conditions of the health or mining 
sector. 

Another set of claims that is gaining importance in recent years concerns mainly 
urban areas and resolves around the issues of quality of life and “right to the 
city”. It is based on citizens’ involvement in shaping their own neighborhood 
future both through direct engagement on the local level, as well as lobbying for 
preferred solutions on the local administration level. Due to the growing number 
of local urban initiatives and associations, a national coalition was established, 
called Urban Movements Congress, which is now recognized as an important 
political actor. Also, the housing issues are pretty high on the civil society agenda 
in urban areas, with tenants movements and squatter movements as main efforts 
to push for better protection of tenants’ rights as well as the implementation of a 
housing policy that would solve the problem of lacking affordable housing in 
Poland. 

Issues concerning childcare and education as well as new maternity leave regula-
tions are also quite visible among civil society groups, usually consisting of par-
ents trying to influence the direction of reforms introduced in this area. In gen-
eral, parents have become more visible as civil society agents in recent years, 
lobbying for accessible and high quality childcare and education as well as more 
family friendly spaces. Additionally, the disabled citizens rights, with respect to 
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physical mobility as well as the right to employment and care are a visible part of 
civil society activism nowadays. 

However, the main civil society initiatives are focused on issues of social sup-
port, on the local and global level, including humanitarian help for the communi-
ties or nations suffering military conflicts as well as natural disasters or severe life 
conditions. Especially visible are civil society projects focusing on helping chil-
dren and people with illnesses or disabilities. However, with the aging of the 
Polish society, recently also issues connected with the quality of life in later stag-
es of life and seniors’ involvement in social life becomes more important. The 
fast developing network of third age universities, senior clubs and life-long edu-
cation programs shows the growing demand for this type of civic initiatives. 

Part 6: Organizational forms of civil society 

Associations and similar social organizations constitute the biggest group of civil 
society organizations in Poland. They can be divided into four types of organiza-
tions: associations or similar organizations, physical culture associations, volun-
tary fire brigades and hunting circles. Although associations dominate among the 
active organizations in Poland, foundations represent as much as one eighth of 
the sector, which is a high number compared to other European countries. 
Moreover, recent data on newly formed organizations shows that there is an 
increased interest in establishing foundations, with more than a thousand foun-
dations being set up each year (slightly more than a couple of years ago). The 
main reason for this is the legal and cultural context – establishing a foundation 
has become easier in administrative terms, and moreover a number of funders 
are needed for the registration of an organization in the National Court Register. 
The growth can also be a result of better access to information about the legal 
framework, mainly due to online resources as well as the existing network of 
umbrella organizations.  
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Table 3. Types of civil society organizations defined in Polish law and their basic char-
acteristics. 

 Basic Characteristic 

Regular  
Association 

The most basic type of CSO that may be set up by only three 
people. It does not require registration and therefore does not 
have legal personality, which limits its capabilities of receiving 
any external support. The functioning of such associations is 
based solely on social work of members and their financial 
contributions. 

Registered 
Association 

Most common form of civil society organization. Registered 
associations need at least 15 people (members) in order to be 
established. It requires registration in the National Court Reg-
ister and is subject to public administration supervision. Regis-
tered associations have full legal personality and therefore can 
also obtain funding from private (e.g. donations) as well as 
public sources and carry out economic activities. 

Foundation According to Polish law foundations may be created only for 
socially useful purposes (e.g. supporting education). Similarly 
to associations they have to be registered in a National Court 
Register and have full legal personality. However, compared to 
associations, foundations only need one person and some seed 
capital to register. Foundations can raise funds from different 
private and public sources; they can also carry out economic 
activities. Foundations are supervised by different ministries, 
depending on the sector they are active in. 

Public Bene-
fit Organiza-
tion 

Civil society organizations, mainly associations and founda-
tions (but also other social organizations and companies) may 
obtain public benefit status, which is regulated by the Law on 
Public Benefit and Voluntary Work. The status gives them 
access to a wider range of tax breaks and raising funds from 
the tax allocation provided by the taxpayers (the mechanism 
of 1%). 

Source: own compilation 

It can be argued that the increasing individualization of Polish society may be 
something that makes associations a less attractive form of civil society organiza-
tion. As the authors of the Klon/Jawor (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Herbst 2013) 
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report remark, the fact that people are withdrawing from this most democratic 
and inclusive type of activity may be regarded as a worrying sign, illustrating one 
of the weaknesses of Polish civil society.  

Rising popularity of the foundation form of CSOs may also be due to changes 
concerning fields of CSOs’ activity. Although sports and hobbyist organizations 
(the vast majority of them being associations) are the most numerous segment of 
the Polish non-governmental sector, fewer of them are now established than 
before; also the structure of other fields of activism is shifting. There is, for ex-
ample, a noticeable decline in the share of aid organizations working in the area 
of social services, social welfare and health. This decline occurs slowly, but stead-
ily – while few years ago these fields cumulatively accounted for 18%-19% of the 
sector, in 2012 it dropped to 12%. Meanwhile, the cultural sector grows in im-
portance with associations and foundations focusing on this area of activity and 
constituting already 17% of the sector (as compared to 12% a decade earlier). 
Among the youngest CSOs (less than two years old), cultural associations and 
foundations represent almost a quarter of all the organizations.  

This shift of interests and needs visible in CSOs’ profiles, can be read – 25 years 
after the transition – as a sign that the society acts through organizations not 
only to meet citizens basic needs, but also the higher aspirations connected with 
culture, new technologies, social rights, etc. However, some of the observed 
changes may be caused by more prosaic reasons – the financial difficulties many 
public cultural institutions face, that lead to the establishment of quasi-NGOs 
(created by people related to those institutions), which grants them access to the 
resources directed at the third sector. Based on the available data, it is impossible 
to estimate the extent of this phenomenon, but it definitely exists. 

The authors of a report on “Everyday life of non-governmental organizations in 
Poland” (Przewłocka, Adamiak, Zając 2012) identify four different types of civil 
society organizations in Poland, taking into account their modes of functioning 
and relations with the social context. The first type is “spontaneous activists” 
(spontanicznicy), flexible organizations, whose activism is based on spontaneous 
ad hoc mobilization, mainly based on voluntary commitment. Approximately 
one third of organizations studied in Klon/Jawor research falls into this catego-
ry, so we can say it is the most common type in the Polish civil society sector. 
Their exact opposite are “NGO companies” (przedsiębiorstwa NGO), large 
professional organizations with big budgets and paid staff, creating formal plans 
and strategies. Although only 7% of the researched organizations represent this 
segment, it is also the group of organizations that accumulates the majority of 
resources and potential for influence. The third type described by the authors is 
called “hierarchical activists” (hierarchiczni aktywiści) and includes organizations, 
which despite having only a small team of workers and volunteers adopt a formal 
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structure and hierarchy are usually organized around a charismatic leader. 
Around one quarter of existing organizations fit this profile, according to the 
Klon/Jawor data. The fourth type includes task-oriented democratic organiza-
tions (demokratyczni zadaniowcy), with less hierarchical leadership style, which 
are, despite limited facilities, focused on professional budget planning or creating 
long-term strategies. These types of CSOs often act like “mini-enterprises”, try-
ing to play according to certain rules and procedures despite having little finan-
cial and human resources. They also frequently focus on developing interests of 
members and organizing different types of activities (nearly half of them are 
organizations dealing with sport, tourism, recreation or hobby), instead of deliv-
ering products or services. 

The above typology, however, does not exhaust all organizational forms of civil 
society initiatives. In the debate on the state of Polish civil society still little atten-
tion is paid to informal civic initiatives, whose aim is not only to meet social and 
economic needs of the community members, but also developing a culture of 
civic cooperation and strengthening social bonds. Meanwhile, in the last few 
years, we can observe the dynamic development of the informal neighborhood 
initiatives. Some of them can be treated as a part of the “right to the city” 
movement; some are a response to the economic crisis and anti-consumerism 
notions. Among them we can for example identify food cooperatives, urban 
gardens, money-free exchange of goods and services, time banks or car sharing.  

Members of informal initiatives usually do not see the need to formalize their 
organizations, or believe that it could prevent them from achieving important 
social goals. They often focus on creating good neighborly relations, influencing 
the decisions of the local government or in some other way solving a pressing 
social issue that is not addressed by the state or market institutions. Often, those 
initiatives also become a place to shape lasting social ties, a sense of belonging to 
a group of people with similar goals, but also a sense of responsibility for the 
community. This is especially important in Poland where the circumstances are 
not conducive to the promotion of civic values. In this context, informal initia-
tives are becoming an important part of building a civil sphere in Polish society, 
complementing the activity of non-governmental organizations, which often 
work on broader social objectives, but are also less flexible or responsive to the 
needs of local communities. The popularity of informal initiatives all over Poland 
proves the attractiveness of this form of participation, as it does not involve 
bureaucracy or long-term commitment. This “soft” form of civic involvement 
seems to fit Polish society better, where different types of institutions are by 
default treated with suspicion and where citizens are still more focused on family 
values and economic stability than wider social issues. 
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Part 7: Conclusions 

The goal of this chapter was to show the broad range of civil society activity in 
Poland, 25 years after the fall of the communist regime, based on the available 
quantitative data from third sector surveys and social opinion polls. The question 
whether Poland has a fully-fledged civil society remains open, since on the one 
hand, the third sector definitely stabilizes, but on the other, it becomes less root-
ed in the social context. Also, the data describing different types of social en-
gagement shows that after a first phase of “freedom high”, most people focused 
on dealing with the new capitalist reality, trying to catch up with the standards of 
living in Western countries.  

When analyzing the situation of Polish civil society, Markowski (2012) pessimis-
tically labelled it an “empty shell”, consisting of organisations that fail to root 
themselves in an active society, and do neither enjoy social trust nor financial 
stability. This conclusion seems to be upheld by existing quantitative data, espe-
cially when analysed within a comparative international perspective. However, I 
would argue that in the last few years we can already see some new ferment 
among civil society groups, mainly in the form of new urban movements and 
other local groups taking responsibility for making Polish cities and villages a 
better place to live. Also, the number of people, who believe that by working 
with other people they can influence their environment and help those in need, 
seems to be growing. For example, according to WVS data30 (Domaradzka 
2014), between 2005 and 2012 the percentage of “altruistic optimists”, who be-
lieve in their capabilities to work with other people in order to help the needy or 
change their environment and also think that it is important to be sensitive and 
help others increased from 40 to 46%. At the same time, the percentage of “ego-
istic optimists” (who believe in their capabilities for changing the environment or 
help the needy, but also declare that it is important to focus on your own life 
first) has grown even more, from 11% to 19%. 

This shift seems to illustrate accurately the main changes in Polish “not-so-civil” 
society, where the belief in one’s capabilities to cooperate for the common good 
is growing, but still does not result in much social engagement or altruistic be-
haviour. However, recent developments suggest that the potential is there, and 
all the elements needed for civil society development are already in place. From 
this perspective, we can predict that the country’s growing economic stability, 
accompanied by weakening family ties creates a new favourable environment for 
the development of a more vibrant civil society. 

                                                      

30 Additional questions added in Polish edition of WVS in 2005 and 2012. 
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Part 1: Basic Information31 

Historical Background32 

The tradition of charity and voluntary association in “The Lands of the Czech 
Crown” is rich and old, dating back to the beginning of the Czech state in the 9th 
and 10th centuries. Its long evolution culminated in the latter half the 19th century 
and in the twenty years of the first Czechoslovak Republic in the 1920’s and 
1930’s, when Czechoslovakia became one of the world's most advanced industri-
al-agrarian countries. The Constitution of February 1920 had guaranteed that the 
new Republic would also be one of the few states in Europe to have a genuine 
parliamentary democracy. Consequently, dynamic charitable and voluntary or-
ganizations flourished. 

The centuries old evolution was disrupted by fifty years of totalitarian rule (1939-
1989). Under the German occupation (1939-1945), most voluntary organisations 
were banned and others were reorganised in order to serve the ideological pur-
poses of the Nazi state. After World War II they attempted to renew their activi-
ties, but their independent development was soon nipped in the bud, this time by 
the Communist coup d’état in 1948. Like the Nazis before them, the Communist 
regime banned all independent activity. The assets of churches as well as of 
foundations and associations were confiscated and most of them were dissolved. 
The remaining associations were amalgamated into several so called ‘mass social 
organisations’ (masové společenské organizace) and with the new ones created by the 
communist regime they were unified under the umbrella of the infamous ‘Na-
tional Front’, controlled by the Communist Party. The state monopolised the 
provision of public services, such as education, health and social care. These 
services were provided by governmental organisations. No voluntary organisa-
tions were permitted to exist outside the National Front, the membership in the 
National Front was considered to be an expression of loyalty to the state (Frič 
and Goulli, 2001). 

In spite of harsh repression, some independent citizen initiative as well as oppo-
sition to the communist regime did exist, but remained fragmented and weak. 

                                                      

31 Chapters 1.1 and 1.2 are adapted from Pospíšil 2009 and Pospíšil and Hyánek 2009. Chap-
ter 1.2 was previously published in Pospíšil et al. 2012. 
32 For a more extensive account of the history of the Czech nonprofit sector see e.g. Pospíšil 

(2009) or Frič, Goulli (2001). 
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Both the early scattered opposition of the 1950’s and the mightier reform 
movement of the Prague Spring in the 1960’s were put down by force, and so 
after the 1968 occupation of the country by the Soviet Union, cultural activists 
and civic leaders had to find new ways of independent existence and opposition 
to the regime. They found it in the parallel polis of independent cultural initia-
tives, samizdat publishing, underground church and underground university33 and 
in the defence of human and civil rights initiated and inspired by Charter 7734.  

In spite of the admirable work of cultural activists and opposition leaders, the 
independent voluntary sector remained small and isolated from the rest of socie-
ty. It was not until the second half of the 1980’s, after Gorbachev had started his 
reforms in Moscow, that people started awakening again. The isolated opposi-
tion groups were intensifying their dialogue with the rest of society, a new gener-
ation of young people was beginning to speak up, and, surprisingly, the Catholic 
Church finally turned around to confront the regime. In 1989 people’s long-
suppressed frustration finally burst open and made the communist regime col-
lapse within one week. Since 1990, the civil society sector in the Czech Republic 
has experienced a dramatic transformation in the conditions of transition from a 
totalitarian regime to parliamentary democracy. 

The reaction of charity and voluntary action to the newly-won freedom after 
1989 was explosive. There were only 537 (mass) organisations in existence at the 
end of the communist years; by the end of 1991 there were 21,000, in 1999 there 
were 60,000, today, after 25 years, the Czech Statistical Office lists 127,374 non-
profit institutions in its Satellite Account of Non-Profit Institutions. People saw 
that the change in 1989 was a real revolution, not another attempt to repair the 
dysfunctions of a communist regime, and they responded in a way and on a scale 
that surprised sceptical observers and optimists alike. 

Specific Features of the Czech Civil society Sector 

It is typical of Czech civil society organisations (CSOs) that they have always 
played an important role in the building or renewal of Czech nationhood (19th 
century) and democracy (19th and 20th centuries) and, on the other hand, they 
have always been targets of harsh repression by authoritarian or totalitarian re-
gimes. The frequent fundamental changes in the attitude of the state towards 

                                                      

33 A good account of the history of the underground church is given in Fiala and Hanuš 
(1999) and of the underground university in Day (1999). 
34 For basic information on Charter 77 see e.g. Wikipedia, for a detailed account Nadace 

Charty 77 (1998) and especially Prečan (1990) and Císařovská, Prečan 2007. 



150 Czech Republic 
 

 

CSOs and the long years of totalitarian rule have left behind a confusing legacy 
of varied, often contradicting, traditions and legacies which have shaped the 
post-1989 development of the Czech civil society sector. Among them, the most 
important are (see also Frič and Goulli, 2001 and Pospíšil, 2006): 

The tradition of the National Revival: The 19th century may seem too distant 
to be directly inspirational, but the Czech National Revival occupies such a 
prominent place in the Czech national mythology that a considerable number of 
groups and organisations base their work on the model of selfless sacrifice for 
the patriotic cause, of community development in difficult, neglected parts of the 
country, and of carrying out their mission on a strictly voluntary basis. Some-
times even the associations and societies of the 19th century have been revived. 

The tradition of the first Czechoslovak Republic: Pre-WWII Czechoslovakia 
is seen as the golden age of civil society and the desire to re-start its successful 
institutions and to copy its successful models has been very strong. A large num-
ber of organisations has indeed been revived (Sokol, Boys Scouts, YMCA, the 
Caritas etc.), some have even been restituted some of their property. Equally 
inspirational has been the relation between the state and the CSOs, particularly in 
the areas of health and social care, which the organisations working in these 
fields have been trying to imitate.  

The legacy of mistrust: Of the many negative legacies of the totalitarian years, 
that of mistrust is one of the hardest to overcome. Under the communist regime, 
it had become second nature to disbelieve in the possibility of influencing public 
policy and in the usefulness of public engagement. People continue to mistrust 
the institutions that should serve them, including CSOs. 

The legacy of clientelism: Nepotism and informal networks of mutual services 
had become the dominant system of securing goods for the individual and the 
family in the short-supply economy of the “advanced socialist society”. The sys-
tem survived the fall of communism and continues to pose a serious challenge to 
any attempt to introduce the rule of law and standard procedures in the market, 
in the public sphere and in the civil society sector.  

Divides in the sector: A specific manifestation of the legacy of mistrust is the 
deep divide that exists between ‘old’ and ‘new’ organisations. The ‘old’ CSOs are 
continuations and transformations of those organisations that existed in the 
communist era, and they are to be found especially in the areas of sport, recrea-
tion and leisure, but also in education, health and social services; the ‘new’ ones, 
which had been established since 1989, dominate in such areas as human rights, 
environment, and advocacy. In terms of numbers, the old CSOs by far outnum-
ber the new ones. The problem that this divide causes is twofold: The ‘old’ or-
ganisations still enjoy preferential treatment by all levels of government in their 
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access to public funding, based on old networks of nepotism and clientelism – a 
fact much criticised by the ‘new’ organisations; and in the areas where both the 
old and the new organisations co-exist, it invariably leads to bitter disputes, not 
only about public funding but also methods and styles of work. The divide also 
weakens the position of the sector vis-à-vis other sectors and societal actors. The 
mutual mistrust and animosity makes concerted action by the whole sector diffi-
cult, the state does not know with whom to deal as representatives of the sector 
because the two parts tend to ignore each other. 

Position of churches: Although central to the life of Czech society and funda-
mental to the development of charitable and voluntary action for centuries, the 
churches have been finding it very hard to recover from the devastation inflicted 
on them by the Communist regime. Equally, the most atheist country in Europe 
(with 59% of non-believers35) has been finding it very difficult to re-integrate the 
churches into society. Even within the civil society sector, the churches and their 
organisations appear to be largely separated from the other CSOs. 

The legacy of the nanny state: The paternalistic communist state was a mo-
nopoly provider of all educational, cultural, social, health, and other services (e.g. 
Brhlíková, 2004). For this purpose, it had built a centralised system of organisa-
tions, a state nonprofit sector of its own. The public sector has been finding it 
very hard to accept the loss of its monopoly in the public services after 1989, to 
recognise the existence of an independent civil society sector, and to change its 
role from providing public services to securing their provision (e.g. Frič, 2000). 
In the field of public services the dominance of the state and state-run organisa-
tions is still clearly visible (see Hyánek et al. 2007). 

The new development of the Czech civil society sector after 1989 has been im-
pressive, both in terms of the number of organisations and the scope of their 
activities. But, like the rest of society, it has been, and still is in 2014, a societal 
sector in transition. The position of CSOs in law, in society, or in the market 
place is still in flux. This means that, besides fulfilling their mission, CSOs have 
to invest a considerable amount of resources in public relations, advocacy and 
political lobbying to establish and defend their place in their communities and in 
society at large (see Pospíšil et al. 2009). 

 

                                                      

35 Czech Statistical Office 2004 
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Basic Facts and Figures 

Like most other Central/Eastern European countries (with the exception of 
Hungary), the Czech Republic lacked quantitative information on the civil socie-
ty sector for a very long time. The situation started to change in 2004, when the 
Czech Statistical Office decided to implement a Satellite Account of Nonprofit 
Institutions. By 2010 it had resolved the basic problems that were accompanying 
its implementation and had completed the work on the short version of the Ac-
count, so that since then we have a time series of several years with reliable data 
on nonprofit institutions.  

The Czech nonprofit sector is defined according to the structural-operational 
definition in the Satellite Account.36 According to that definition there are at the 
moment 13 legal forms that make up the total of NPIs in the Czech Republic. As 
Table 1 shows, the number of NPIs37 has continued to grow in the past several 
years, even though not as explosively as in the 1990’s.  

Table 1: Numbers of economically active NPIs 2003-2011 

nonprofit 
legal person 

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Foundation 227 250 293 302 302 379 413 434 435 

Philanthrop-
ic fund 

534 573 725 649 697 966 1 061 1 129 1 195 

Public bene-
fit company 

499 634 550 679 940 1 110 1 612 1 785 1 968 

Public uni-
versity 

24 25 25 26 26 26 26 26 26 

School 
corporation 

- - - 56 121 130 140 159 172 

                                                      

36 Definition: (a) Organisations; (b) Not-for-profit and non-profit-ditributing; (c) Institution-
ally separate from government; (d) Self-governing; (e) Non-compulsory. See United Nations 
2003: 17-21. 
37 A word of explanation: In previous years, various sources offered various figures for the 
total number of Czech CSOs, which more often than not varied quite considerably. These 
were founded on several registers, which invariably showed the number of registered entities 
but not active organisations so that the total numbers appeared very high. The CZSO in-
cludes in the satellite account only those entities that are economically active so that their 
numbers are no doubt nearer the truth than the overblown figures published prior to the 
introduction of the NPI Satellite Account. 
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Political 
party/ 
movement 

152 55 46 59 65 78 137 134 142 

Association 37 794 34 424 37 794 39 825 43 940 45 927 62 187 66 527 70 540 

Branch of 
association 

21 315 20 377 24 114 22 104 21 916 26 601 29 152 29 609 30 188 

Church 
organization 

3 078 3 295 3 428 3 214 3 323 4 015 4 216 4 251 4 277 

Professional 
organiza-
tion/ 
chamber 

70 71 17 17 17 17 17 20 20 

Other 
chamber 
(excl. pro-
fessional) 

99 99 109 104 109 118 168 178 185 

Association 
of legal 
persons 

393 404 520 493 514 715 725 943 1 008 

Hunting 
community 

2 497 2 432 2 716 2 899 3 133 3 952 4 014 4 014 4 029 

TOTAL 62 241 62 639 70 337 70 427 75 103 83 034 103 868 109 209 114 185 

Source: Czech Statistical Office, NPI Satellite Account 

The figures in Table 1 testify to the continuous increase in the number of all the 
legal forms of CSO and all CSOs altogether. The most explosive growth took 
place in the first five years after the fall of communism in 1989, but it has con-
tinued at a steady pace ever since, including the years of the recent economic 
downturn 2007-2012. It appears therefore that the Czech civil society sector is 
still far from the point of saturation. It is interesting to see that after some slow-
ing down in the first half of the decade, the growth rate has picked up again 
since 2007. 

The steady growth in the total number of CSOs has been accompanied by simi-
lar steady increases in the number of employees, share in GDP, income and 
expenditure. It is only the number of volunteers and the number of hours 
worked by them that fluctuate from year to year, usually due to the incidence of 
natural disasters, which raise a wave of donations and volunteering to help the 
victims (floods in 2005 and larger floods in 2007). 
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Table 2: Czech Nonprofit Sector, Basic Economic Data 2005-2011 

 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Output (CZK 
million) 

135 521  149 501  169 673  158 270  161 274  165 057  168 703 

Share of GDP 
(without voluntary 
work) 

1.39 1.38 1.43 1.42 1.50 1.58 1.63 

Number of em-
ployees 

85 856 95 486 101 960 103 772 96 229 101 313 102 550 

Number of em-
ployees (full time 
equivalents) 

74 871 80 068 86 402 88 248 95 186 97 068 98 530 

Share of total em-
ployment (without 
voluntary work) 

1.52 1.62 1.71 1.71 1.89 1.93 1.96 

Number of volun-
teers (full time 
equivalents) 

36 139 28 045 47 777 27 256 27 145 25 040 25 984 

Number of hours 
worked by volun-
teers 

62 988 839 48 884 067 83 225 952 47 206 424 47 177 450 44 321 164 45 185 756 

Revenues (property 
income + received 
other current trans-
fers + market 
output + payments 
for other non-
market output) 

135 521  149 501  169 673  158 270  161 274  165 057  168 703 

Expenses - Total 
costs 

132 719  146 202  169 060  158 945  160 907  165 351  168 562 

Source: Czech NPI Satellite Account 2005-2011 

The economic measures testify to a gradual, consistent growth of all the eco-
nomic indicators. The Czech civil society sector remains fairly small in compari-
son with a number of developed countries but the good news is that the main 
attribute that has characterised its development since 1989 has been steady 
growth and gradual development38.  

                                                      

38 More detailed information about the economy of the Czech nonprofit sector is provided 
in the tables of the NPI Satellite Account, which are available from the website of the Czech 
Statistical Office (http://apl.czso.cz/pll/rocenka/rocenka.indexnu_sat?mylang=EN), or in 
e.g. Pospíšil, Hyánek 2009. 
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Besides the various legal forms of CSO, there are also many informal organiza-
tions, groups, or networks of activists that are not registered and captured by 
statistics, from informal groups of neighbourly help or networks of hobby en-
thusiasts to those that operate outside the legal requirements for CSO activities 
(e.g., anarchist or Trotskyite groups) or which even operate in secret (e.g., right-
wing and left-wing extremists, radical environmental or anti-fascist groups, etc.). 
While we now have at least the aggregate macroeconomic data for NPIs, for 
informal groups, networks, and initiatives, or for movements, activities, and ac-
tions, there is no system of survey or monitoring so that one has to rely on re-
search, which to date has been rather sporadic. 

As far as the number of citizens engaging in civil society organisations (CSOs) is 
concerned, the country has, again, witnessed slow and steady growth. It seems 
that while nearly 38% of Czech citizens were members of some CSO in 1991, 
this rate has increased by more than 10% across the past 20 years. 

In general, the most prominent type of membership is - not surprisingly - the 
one related to sports and recreational activities. This explicitly non-political type 
of civic engagement has its deep roots in Czech society, and is characterised by 
membership in sports (typically football and athletic) clubs, tourist clubs, water-
sports clubs or gardeners´ associations. 

The second most important type of civic engagement is in the trade unions. The 
level of membership in trade unions has decreased considerably since 1989: 
while in January 1990, immediately after the regime change, more than 87% of 
adult citizens were members of the trade unions (including 11% of citizens that 
held some posts within trade union organisations) (Czech Social Science Data 
Archive, IVVM 1990), the membership dropped to 24% within one year, then to 
10% by 1999 and to less than 6% by 2008. This is the single most dramatic drop 
in membership of all CSOs.  

The third most favoured CSOs (on average) are cultural associations, mostly 
local cultural clubs, folklore societies or amateur theatre and music associations. 

It is quite clear that the CSOs most attractive to Czech citizens are non-advocacy 
organisations. Explicitly advocacy-oriented CSOs (political parties or groups, or 
peace movements) are one of the least preferred, due to a number of reasons - 
be it the memory of forced and politically motivated participation during the 
communist regime, or the deep distrust towards institutionalized politics.  
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Table 3: Membership in CSOs in 1991, 1999 and 2008 (%) 

  1991 1999 2008 average 

Sports/recreation 17.78 22.33 19.81 19.97 

Trade unions 24.09 10.22 5.95 13.42 

Cultural activities 5.60 11.11 10.48 9.06 

Other groups 6.97 9.17 5.52 7.22 

Environment, ecology, animal rights 9.06 6.55 5.80 7.14 

Religious organisation 5.36 7.34 6.90 6.53 

Welfare organisation 4.60 6.50 6.30 5.80 

Youth work 5.07 7.18 4.67 5.64 

Professional associations 6.50 5.97 4.44 5.64 

Voluntary health organisations 6.59 5.87 3.74 5.40 

Political parties/groups 4.98 4.09 3.18 4.08 

Women’s groups 4.03 2.46 3.58 3.36 

Local community action 1.52 3.14 2.37 2.34 

Peace movement 1.33 1.36 1.10 1.26 

3w-development/human rights 0.52 0.79 1.10 0.80 

Any of aforementioned 37.84 39.83 49.53 42.40 

None 62.16 60.17 50.47 57.60 

Source: European Value Study 

The geographical distribution of CSOs is fairly regular throughout the country, 
with larger concentrations of organisations in big cities and urban areas (the capi-
tal, Prague, in particular). Lower intensity of civic action and lower numbers of 
CSOs are only observable in the former Sudeten regions of the country, from 
which the German population was driven out after WWII and which still show 
visible signs of poorer infrastructure, less advanced economy, lower standard of 
living and weaker social cohesion in comparison with the rest of the country. 
The worst off are the regions of Karlovy Vary and Liberec in western and north-
ern Bohemia. However, there is no reliable empirical research available into these 
regional differences that would explain and refine their root causes. 
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Table 4: Main types of CSOs in the regions (as of 1 January 2012) 

NUM-
NUTS 

Adminis-
trative 
region 

Foun-
dation 

Fund 
Public 
benefit 
company 

Associa-
tion 

Church-
based org 

Branch of 
association 

TOTAL 

1100 Prague 209 429 566 13 507 336 1 789 16 836 

2100 
Central 
Bohemia 

27 63 187 8 338 374 3 130 12 119 

3100 
South 
Bohemia 

19 83 151 4 540 386 2 685 7 864 

3200 Plzeň 14 36 73 3 703 172 2 330 6 328 

4100 
Karlovy 
Vary 

11 18 56 1 925 259 801 3 070 

4200 
Ústí nad 
Labem 

15 35 125 4 864 380 2 214 7 633 

5100 Liberec 18 20 84 2 878 219 1 423 4 642 

5200 
Hradec 
Králové 

13 65 80 3 608 215 2 077 6 058 

5300 Pardubice 6 47 76 3 279 227 1 892 5 527 

6100 Vysočina 5 30 60 3 063 288 2 240 5 686 

6200 
South 
Moravia 

46 135 187 7 614 513 3 130 11 625 

7100 Olomouc 19 62 98 3 979 357 1 921 6 436 

7200 Zlín 15 85 81 3 337 387 1 608 5 513 

8100 
Moravia-
Silesia 

18 87 145 5 905 164 2 948 9 267 

TOTAL   435 1 195 1 969 70 540 4 277 30 188 108 604 

Source: Czech Statistical Office 

After the annihilation of Czechoslovak Jews and Gypsies in the holocaust, and 
after the expulsion of the German population after the war, Czech society has 
been very homogeneous, with the exception of a new Romani minority, which 
originated in the immigration from eastern Slovakia and other East European 
countries during the Cold War years. These Romanis were not as integrated into 
mainstream society as the pre-WWII Czech Gypsies had been and the Com-
munist regime treated them so badly that the rift between them and the majority 
had developed into a major societal problem that was never addressed by the 
pre-1989 governments and which has continued to haunt Czech society after 
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1989. Statistical data differ but there are anywhere between one and three hun-
dred thousand Romanis (Office of the Government 2006)39, quite a large majori-
ty, but because of their different culture and social behaviour there are practically 
no Romani CSOs and/or political parties or social movements. The plight of the 
Romani population is the most traumatic social problem of the country, but 
almost all of the many CSOs that try to deal with it in various ways are estab-
lished by members of the majority population, with only marginal participation 
of the Romanis themselves.  

Besides the historic minorities of the Slovaks, Poles, Germans, Hungarians and 
Rusyns, and the post-WWII Greek immigrants, the Czech Republic, as an open 
society, has since 1989 acquired other minorities - Ukrainians, Russians, the na-
tionalities of former Yugoslavia and the Vietnamese in particular. The largest 
minorities are Slovaks (147,152 in 2012), Ukrainians (53,253), Poles (39,096) and 
Vietnamese (29,660) (Office of the Government, 2013). Slovaks and the other 
“historic” minorities, as citizens of a formerly shared home country, Czechoslo-
vakia, for seventy years are well integrated and they participate in Czech civil 
society just like Czechs do. The other minorities are first-generation immigrants 
and so their “civil societies” replicate the social behaviour of their countries of 
origin rather than becoming part of Czech society. There are a number of CSOs 
that endeavour to help the immigrants or new Czech citizens to integrate into 
Czech society but most of them are established and run by Czechs rather than 
members of the minorities themselves (for more information see Prouzová et al. 
2008). 

Part 2: The Environment of Civil Society 

Relation to the State40 

Public discourse in the Czech Republic has been much concerned with two basic 
concepts, linked to two basic ideological streams of thinking that evolved on the 
post-communist political scene. One, born in the neo-liberal environment, be-
lieves that civil society is exclusively a sphere of private voluntary action, com-
pletely independent of the state, and therefore public funding for CSOs is a relic 

                                                      

39 Because of their bad experience with the majority society, Romani people very often do 
not declare their ethnicity in the polls (only 13,150 did so in the 2011 population and housing 
census), filling in “Czech” or leaving the box blank instead. 
40 Chapter 2.1 is adapted from Pospíšil and Hyánek 2009. 
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of the communist era. The other one, growing from the social-democratic ideol-
ogy, says that the welfare state is the universal tool for solving social problems, 
and CSOs are only a relic of outdated, traditional societies. Therefore, CSOs are 
perceived as an archaic method of tackling social problems; in modern society, 
they can at best play a supplementary function to the institutions of the welfare 
state. 

It is observable that the ‘old’ CSOs (see 1.2 above) tend to prefer the social-
democratic model, with the provision, however, that they want to be included in 
the welfare state machine. The ‘new’ CSOs seem undecided about which role 
they wish to play and what place they wish to assume in society. As far as the 
state is concerned, most Czech politicians of all colours as well as most public 
servants continue to be united in their mistrust of nonprofit organisations and 
independent citizen action in general. 

Public Funding for Civil Society Organisations 

Czech CSOs receive a very large proportion of their funding from the state, 
through public budgets of the central, regional and local governments. Accord-
ing to the NPI Satellite Account, about two thirds of the total income of the civil 
society sector comes from government (65% from public funding, 22% from 
earned income and 13% from philanthropy). 

Table 5: Public funding for CSOs (CZK million) 

  2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

State budget 3 509     5 569     6 600     6 311     5 701     5 767     5 741 6 680 

Regional budgets 1 413     1 931     1 094     1 483     1 578     1 419     1 612 1 523 

Municipal budgets N/A  N/A  3 165     3 731     2 672     2 579     2 727 2 889 

State funds N/A  N/A  300     179     225     574     782 678 

TOTAL     11 159     11 704     10 176     10 339     10 862 11 771 

Source: Czech Government 2013 

Even though the state was decentralised through the establishment of new (re-
gional) administrative units (kraje) in 2000, the figures in Table 3 testify to the 
fact that much of the legacy of centralised power still survives in public admin-
istration: a full two thirds of the public funding for CSOs is granted by agencies 
of the central government (state budget 56.8% + state funds 5.8% = 62.6%) 
while the fourteen kraje only distribute 12.9% and the municipalities 12% of all 
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the government funding. This is in stark contrast with the principle of subsidiari-
ty and goes against the intention of the devolution legislation that (in theory) 
accompanied the establishment of the administrative regions. It therefore re-
mains one of the important tasks for the future development of Czech civil soci-
ety and for the state-civil society relations to struggle for the devolution of re-
sponsibility for funding for CSOs to regional and local governments. 

Another proof (as if one was needed) of the surviving old networks of nepotism 
and petrified funding arrangements is found in the distribution of public funding 
to individual fields of CSO activity. Table 6 shows to which fields the largest 
shares of public funding are allocated. 

Table 6: The shares of public funding for CSOs by field of activity 

Sport 37.3% 

Social services and employment 29.9% 

Culture and heritage 10.1% 

Leisure and recreation 4.1% 

Housing 3.9% 

Source: Czech Government 2013 

For contrast, education receives 2.6% of public funding, environment 1% and 
research and development 0.4%.  

The fields of activity that receive most public funding are those in which the ‘old’ 
CSOs (see 1.2 above) dominate, whereas other important fields, most of which 
did not exist under the communist regime, receive next to nothing (Advocacy 
activities are not to be found in the dataset at all, the only exception is “Legal 
Protection”, which gets 0.02%). For many years, representatives of CSOs have 
been voicing their protest against this practice in the Council for Non-State 
Non-Profit Organisations (see 2.1.2 below), which commissions and then dis-
cusses the annual survey of public funding for CSOs (Czech Government 2013), 
but so far without a visible result. The lobby of sports and public-service organi-
sations combined with the engrained resistance in the ranks of public servants 
has so far resisted substantial change in the system. 

The place of CSOs in the political, and indeed public, sphere remains very much 
in flux. Only some of the relevant relations and procedures have been institu-
tionalised, most are informal and depend very much on individual relations be-
tween the CSOs involved and their counterparts. Because of mistrust and re-
sistance on the part of public administration, access to public policy formation is 
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still largely restricted for most CSOs. The situation has, however, been gradually 
improving, and below are some of the most important structures and mecha-
nisms that enable CSOs to participate in the political life of the country. 

Council for Non-State Non-Profit Organisations  

The Council of the Czech Government for Non-State Non-Profit Organisations 
(Rada pro nestátní neziskové organizace) is an advisory council to the national 
government on the issues related to nonprofit organisations. It consists of 50% 
representatives of the public sector (ministries and regions) and 50% representa-
tives of civil society organisations. It is presided over by a Cabinet Minister, 
which gives its deliberations and recommendations adequate weight in the politi-
cal process. It is the most important forum for the civil society sector to intro-
duce and discuss issues that are of importance to it, to introduce legislative initia-
tives and proposals, to influence public policies, and last but not least, to hold 
the state accountable for the implementation of agreed policies.  

Council of Economic and Social Agreement  

The Council of Economic and Social Agreement (Rada hospodářské a sociální 
dohody) is the most important corporatist arrangement between the govern-
ment, trade unions and employers. Popularly known as the ‘tripartita’, it is widely 
seen as the main vehicle for maintaining social peace and resolving social con-
flicts. Both the trade unions, representing employees, and the chambers of 
commerce and employers’ associations, representing business, use this platform 
to negotiate legislation and policies with the government, both on the national 
and regional levels.  

Other Corporatist Arrangements  

The Czech Republic has a system of professional associations and chambers that 
have traditionally played the dual role of partner and opponent in the relation 
with the state. Almost each profession has a self-governing chamber established 
in law, very often with obligatory membership, which serves the interests of its 
members and represents their collective interests vis-à-vis the state. At the same 
time, however, the state delegates to them certain powers of control over their 
profession and invites them to take part in shaping and implementing public 
policies, which makes their relation with the state rather ambiguous. They are 
among the most powerful lobbyists in the country, but at the same time they 
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often stand accused by their members (and/or the rest of the public) of being in 
the state’s pay.  

The Legislative Process  

The right of legislative initiative is restricted to elected bodies, namely the Na-
tional Government, Members of Parliament, the Senate and the Regional Gov-
ernments (kraje). CSOs do not enjoy this privilege. The legislative process, how-
ever, is open to the public and its organisations through a number of mecha-
nisms and procedures. Each piece of proposed legislation goes through several 
stages of public debate, in which CSOs can participate, like any other member of 
the public. The bills are also sent for comment to obligatory and optional con-
sultants, which range from state agencies to trade unions, professional chambers 
and citizen associations, if they are affected by the proposed legislation. In 2006, 
the Office of the Government established a database of consulting organisations 
(Databáze konzultujících organizací) in an effort to improve the consultation 
process. Any organisation can get registered with the database and thus offer 
itself to interested parties for consultation in the field of its expertise.  

Administrative Procedure  

The 500/2004 Administrative Procedure Act defines the entities that can be 
parties to an administrative procedure as all those whose rights would be affected 
by the administrative decision. However, in case the decision would affect the 
natural environment or if the case in question is subject to the Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA), registered civic associations whose stated purpose is 
the protection of the environment or the countryside can request to become 
party to the administrative procedure.  

Political Affiliation  

Political parties and movements are, of course, civil society organisations them-
selves, but due to their unique relation with the state through the participation in 
government, they are regarded by the rest of the civil society sector as a special 
sub-species or even as being outside the sector altogether. Moreover, the bad 
experience with political control by one party of all public life under communism 
makes most Czech CSOs very suspicious of any relation or contact with political 
parties. The political parties have themselves established a few CSOs such as 
think tanks or party youth or women’s organisations, but otherwise it is almost 
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universal in the Czech civil society sector that its organisations are non-party-
political.  

Government Policy towards the Civil Society Sector  

The government policy towards the civil society sector in the Czech Republic 
only envisages CSOs in a supplementary role. According to the Constitution, the 
government is responsible for the provision of public services such as education, 
culture, transport infrastructure, defence and law enforcement, justice, social 
security, etc. To provide them, the government either establishes governmental 
agencies of its own or supports nongovernmental providers (through the so-
called government grant policy). At the moment, the state still strongly favours 
the option of providing the public services itself, rather than inviting other pro-
viders. Frič’s observation is quite unambiguous: “The state opened the door a 
little for private business in the areas such as schools, health care and social care, 
but by the preferential treatment of the organisations founded by the state and 
active in these areas, it actually preserves their almost monopoly position. It 
means this dilemma is solved more for the benefit of the idea of strong state and 
tendency to centralism. [...] As a consequence, the nonprofit sector [...] is rela-
tively small and NPOs have not yet managed to win the position they have in the 
West” (Frič 2004: 14).  

After more than two decades of new developments in the conditions of transi-
tion to democracy, the relations between the civil society sector and the state are 
still problematic. This is neither merely due to the continuing dominance of the 
state in public services or the heavy dependence of CSOs on public funding, nor 
the persistent mutual mistrust and mutual ignorance, but also because the state 
and the civil society sector have not started a meaningful dialogue about their 
relationship. The state has not even attempted to formulate its stance or define 
its policy towards the sector. But, equally, the CSOs have not started a serious 
debate amongst themselves about the role they wish to play in society. Do they 
wish to continue to play the role of a small service-providing appendix to the 
oversized post-communist welfare state or do they intend to build a robust, self-
confident, independent sector? It seems time nonprofit leaders started consider-
ing these choices, especially in the light of the recent increased pressure by state 
authorities for more regulation and more control of the sector under the excuse 
of the fight against the threat of terrorism. 
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Relation to the Market 

The relations of the civil society sector with the corporate sector are not well 
researched. Most publications that have dealt with corporate philanthropy, cor-
porate social responsibility or CSO-business partnerships have had the character 
of guides and instruction manuals; empirical research and reliable data are lack-
ing. The overall figures about CSO funding in the NPI Satellite Account only tell 
us that private philanthropy makes up 13% of the overall funding for CSOs. 
How much comes from individual and how much from corporate donors is not 
clear. A slightly better statistics is offered by the nonprofit institutions serving 
households (NPISH) sector of the national economy. There corporate giving 
makes up 6.5% and individual giving 12.0% of the total income of NPISH in 
2011 (Kermiet, Smejkalová 2014). Since it is known that a large proportion of 
the income from corporations is received by CSOs not in the form of donations 
but payment for services, the total share of corporate funding for CSOs will be 
considerably higher. Finally, some indication of the recent development is seen 
in the statistics maintained by the Ministry of Finance, which records applica-
tions for tax deductions by companies that have given finances for public benefit 
purposes. Not all donors ask for the deductions, not all the donations are for 
CSOs, and direct donations are only one way that companies use to support 
CSOs, besides corporate sponsorship, corporate volunteering, purchase of ser-
vices, and others. But it is a good indicator of the overall tendency, and as is 
apparent from Table 7, the recent economic crisis temporarily impacted corpo-
rate giving for a couple of years: the total sum donated went down between 2008 
and 2010, even if not very dramatically, but, to everybody’s surprise, rose again in 
2011. What remained lower than the figures for 2007-2008, however, was the 
number of companies that had made donations to CSOs. 

Table 7: Corporate donations to CSOs by companies applying for tax deduction 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Number of companies applying for tax de-
duction 

18 845 19 251 16 732 15 634 16 296 

Total amount donated (CZK million) 2 509 2 415 2 334 2 225 2 465 

Average amount donated (CZK thousand) 133 125 139 142 151 

Source: Ministry of Finance 

In the 1990’s, business companies stood accused of supporting visible sports and 
cultural events only. The sums in Table 7 and the number of corporate donors 
suggests that firms have since also learned the art of corporate giving and corpo-
rate social responsibility. These concepts were first introduced by international 
companies that increasingly invested in the Czech Republic, but today the dis-
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tinction between international and Czech firms is no longer valid (see, e.g., The 
Association of Social Responsibility, http://www.spolecenskaodpoved 
nostfirem.cz/en/). Even though business does continue to support attractive 
sports and cultural events, they have largely diversified their portfolios to in-
clude, especially, children and youth, education, environment, research and de-
velopment, and recently, when the fight against corruption had become the hot-
test political issue in the country, advocacy. The development is evident from 
both the new corporate foundations that have been established since the turn of 
the century and which as a rule have publicly beneficial purposes and from the 
increased engagement of firms and entrepreneurs in advocacy and policy making 
activities of CSOs (see, e.g., The Anticorruption Endowment, 
http://www.nfpk.cz/en, or Transparency International Czech Republic, 
http://www.transparency.cz/en/). 

A new field of possible cooperation between CSOs and business seems to be 
offered by the concept of social economy. It was introduced in the country al-
most a decade ago and several CSOs were established to promote the idea and to 
help nascent social enterprises. The government even made some EU funding 
available for the purpose, but the results so far have remained rather unconvinc-
ing (see, e.g., České sociální podnikání [Czech Social Entrepreneurship, 
http://www.ceske-socialni-podnikani.cz/cz/). The concept has not taken root to 
any larger extent; the directory of social enterprises maintained by Czech Social 
Entrepreneurship can only boast 198 members (http://www.p-p-p.cz/en/164-
adresar-socialnich-podniku2).  

Trust in and Expectations of Citizens towards Civil Society 
Groups 

Speaking about expectations of citizens towards CSOs means, first, identifying 
the relation of citizens towards civil society and their perception of CSOs as such 
within broader civil society. In this regard, the process of identifying CSOs as 
representatives of civil society was rather slow. By the mid-1990s, one third of 
the citizens were unable to define the concept of civil society as such (see Table 
8). For most citizens, the concept was related most importantly to the sense of 
community, tolerance, equality and democracy. This strong ethical notion of civil 
society is apparently related to the process of political transition during which the 
notion of civility and civil society became part of the discourse of the new politi-
cal elites, emphasizing the divorce with the pre-1989 “over-politicized and ideo-
logical” past and establishing a new, democratic order and ethical society. The 
animosity towards organized engagement of any kind led to the disconnection 
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between the notions of CSOs and civil society in the eyes of citizens: only just 
over 1% per cent of them related civil society to organized activity. 

Table 8: The Concept of Civil Society (1995) 

Don’t know  36.5% 

Community  9.0% 

Tolerance  6.9% 

Equality  6.4% 

Democracy  6.2% 

Civic sovereignty  5.3% 

Social security  5.3% 

Civic engagement  3,6% 

Moral principles  3,3% 

Security  3,2% 

Solidarity  2,3% 

Order  1,8% 

Civic associations  1,2% 

Source: The Czech Social Science Data Archive - IVVM 1995 

Ten years later, citizens seemed to become more aware of the potentials or limi-
tations of CSOs in terms of the activities, benefits or empowerment they can 
provide. It is quite clear that Czech citizens tend to rely on the state in many 
areas of their lives (see Figure 1). On the other hand, expectations of CSOs seem 
to fare relatively well even when compared to those of the state. It is clear that 
Czech citizens expect CSOs to be mainly the tools for local and cultural activi-
ties, where their importance is perceived as much higher than that of any other 
social institution. However, in political or advocacy issues, service provision or 
personal areas, citizens tend to rely on other institutions - mainly on the state. 
On the other hand, putting aside the dominance of the state, CSOs - with the 
single exception of personal or economic issues - have become the second most 
important social institution, much more important than the media, church or 
for-profit organizations. In this regard, the expectations towards them have risen 
significantly. 



Miroslav Pospíšil, Jiří Navrátil, Jakub Pejcal 167 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Expectations of citizens towards various social institutions in 2005 (%) 
Source: The Czech Social Science Data Archive - CVVM 2005 

After comparing people’s attitudes to various social institutions, what is the level 
of trust in CSOs? The first empirical representative data available dates back to 
2003 and it suggests that the aforementioned lack of awareness and knowledge 
of CSOs in the mid 1990s had been overcome in the following decade: by 2003, 
over 40% of citizens declared their trust in CSOs (see Figure 2). This relatively 
high level of trust of citizens towards CSOs remained stable for almost another 
decade, and it even started to grow after 2011.  
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Figure 2: Evolution of trust of citizens towards CSOs (2003, 2008-2014) 
Source: The Czech Social Science Data Archive – CVVM 2003, 2008, 2009, 2010, 
2011, 2012, 2013, 2014. 
Note: Collapsed categories “definitely trust” and “rather trust”. 

On the other hand, people seem divided in their opinion of CSOs: almost the 
same share (38%) said in 2003 that they did not trust them, and the percentage 
remained more or less the same until 2011. That year marked a change: since 
2011 trust in CSOs has been rising, while distrust of CSOs has been on a decline 
(with trust at almost 50% and mistrust at just over 30% in 2014). 

International Funding 

The size and the importance of international funding were greatest in the 1990’s. 
Generous and timely support for the development of Czech CSOs was offered 
by both the governments of western countries (the US, the Canadian and almost 
all the Western European embassies in Prague administered a programme of 
grants for CSOs) and private donors (foundations, political parties and their 
foundations or other affiliated organisations, churches and church-based organi-
sations, international networks and alliances of CSOs – and, single-handed, 
George Soros). 

The contribution and the impact of international funding has not been re-
searched, and so opinions differ: some are persuaded of the decisive role of in-
ternational funding for the early development of the Czech civil society sector, 
others dismiss it as marginal and restricted to a chosen few organisations and 
their leaders in the capital city.  

What seems uncertain is the effectiveness of the funding. Most of it came in the 
early years after the regime change, when Czech CSOs had only just been found-
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ed and did not have the capacity to absorb the funding, and so a good deal of it 
was wasted by the inexperienced Czech managers or spent on the high salaries of 
western experts that accompanied the funding and flooded the country. By the 
time Czech CSOs had become stronger and their managements more experi-
enced towards the end of the decade, most international funding had been 
phased out and/or moved elsewhere. 

Most of the funding was earmarked for democracy building, and so it was very 
important for the new advocacy organisations that were being established in the 
early 1990’s and which would otherwise have found it very hard to raise finances 
from domestic sources. But what were the most urgent needs in democracy 
building? Nobody knew, no one had done the research, and so the international 
donors used agendas of their own to establish their assistance programmes, 
which led to a great deal of misunderstandings, tension and waste if the donor-
led agendas did not meet with the needs that the Czech CSOs perceived as the 
most urgent. 

Looking back at the decade or so of international funding, its most useful and 
most lasting contribution appears to be the technical assistance and the novel 
ideas and concepts that accompanied the funding. In spite of the often-heard 
complaints about the high remuneration of the foreign experts/advisors, it was 
invaluable that the international donors supported and/or implemented pro-
grammes of management training, fostered communication and discussion in the 
nascent civil society sector and its dialogue with the other sectors, helped build 
the infrastructure of the sector, umbrella and service organisations, networks and 
associations, and imported and introduced a lot of novel themes and new ideas 
into the civil society sector as well as society at large. None of this would have 
happened so quickly and so efficiently without the international funding and 
assistance. These learning years laid solid foundations for the further develop-
ment of the Czech civil society sector, enhanced its institutional capacity and 
enriched its agenda. 

With the country’s entry into NATO (1999) and the EU (2004), international 
donors, with the honourable exception of George Soros, believed (wrongly) that 
the business of transition to democracy had been done and withdrew their fund-
ing, confirming thus the notorious, sad truth about foreign assistance: You get 
most of it when you are too weak to absorb it, and it is gone by the time you 
become strong enough to make good use of it at last. 

Since the turn of the century, international funding has not played any significant 
role in the development of the Czech civil society sector. EU programmes, the 
only existing large source of international funding, are governed by agendas set 
by the government, they are not designed to meet the needs of civil society. Be-
sides, the administrative costs of the projects and the need for co-financing are 
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prohibitive to most CSOs, except the largest and strongest. Other international 
funding is not forthcoming, at least not for the development of the sector or for 
the important and urgent issues that it tries to solve. Funding has been replaced 
by collaboration: successful Czech CSOs take part in international partnerships 
and projects that have received international funding, private or governmental. 

Part 3: Fields of Activity 

The implementation of the NPI Satellite Account is a long-term project, which 
has by now only reached its middle stage. The current, so-called short form of 
the Satellite Account continues to use the same industrial classification (Classifi-
cation of Economic Activities, CZ-NACE) as the National Accounts, which was 
developed to suit the needs of the statistics of the national economy, but is ill-
suited for the civil society sector. That is why it is with great difficulty that we 
can sub-divide the Czech civil society sector into individual fields of activity that 
serve to describe the sector in international comparison (using the ICNPO, for 
example)41.  

The greatest difficulty with CZ-NACE is that most CSOs fall into one category, 
“S Other services activities”, which covers business, employers and professional 
membership organisations, trade unions and “other membership organisations”. 
This category contains two thirds (!) of all the NPIs in the statistics (74,255 or-
ganisations), and unfortunately it is impossible to break it down into individual 
fields of CSO activity. Of the other CZ-NACE categories that are relevant to 
CSOs, the largest number of organisations is in “R Arts, entertainment and rec-
reation” (27,053 organisations). Most of them (25,678) are to be found in “930 
Sports activities and amusement and recreation activities”, while culture and arts 
make up the remaining 1,375. The third largest CZ-NACE category is “A Agri-
culture, Forestry and Fishing” (9,062 organisations), largely due to the high 
number of hunting communities (4,029), hunting and fishing societies and clubs. 
About the same number of CSOs (around 1,000) is registered in “L Real estate 
activities”, “P Education” and “Q Human health and social work activities”. “M 
Professional, scientific and technical activities”, where we can find research, has 

                                                      

41 The statistical office is currently working on the introdution of a more suitable classifica-
tion, Classification of Services of Non-profit Institutions Serving Households by Purpose 
(CZ-COPNI), in the Satellite Account, the expected launch of this classification is 2015. 
Unfortunately, they do not intend, at least for the moment, to use ICNPO in the Satellite 
Account. 
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around 400 CSOs. The numbers of CSOs in all the other CZ-NACE categories 
are negligible. 

A different picture is offered by the statistics of employees: of the total number 
of 98,530 FTE employees in 2011, the largest number (51,723) worked in “P 
Education”, which is due to the number of staff working in higher education 
institutions; the second largest number of FTE employees (24,519) were in “S 
Other services activities”, due to the large number of workers in trade unions. 
The third largest category was “Q Human health and social work activities” with 
16,334 employees, 10,857 of them working in social services. The second largest 
category in terms of the number of organisations, “R Arts, entertainment and 
recreation”, only employs 4,483 FTE workers, most of them (3,696) in sports 
CSOs. All the other CZ-NACE categories show negligible numbers of employ-
ees. 

A third look at the fields of activities is offered by the output account. There, the 
ranking is again different from the statistics of the number of organisations, but 
similar to that of the number of employees. Of the total output of CZK100,168 
million (about €4,000 million) in 2011, the most productive were: 

1. “P Education” (CZK45,883 million, or 46% – almost half!) 
2. “S Other services activities” (CZK29,339 million, 29%) 
3. “R Arts, entertainment and recreation” (CZK11,043 million, 11%) 
4. “Q Human health and social work activities” (CZK8,208 million, 8%). 

Table 9: NPIs included into satellite account: number of NPIs, number of employees 
and output by industry and sector for the year 2011 

NACE 
Number of 
NPIs 

FTE  
employees 

Output (CZK 
million) 

TOTAL 114 185 98 530 100 168 

A Agriculture, forestry and fishing 9 062 58 546 

B Mining and quarrying 1 : : 

C Manufacturing 9 9 23 

D Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning supply 3 : : 

E Water supply; sewerage, waste management and 
remediation activities 

31 89 496 

F Construction 27 : 1 

G Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles 
and motorcycles 

13 : 14 

H Transportation and storage 6 : : 

I Accommodation and food service activities 22 79 57 

J Information and communication 64 442 207 
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K Financial and insurance activities 4 34 3 526 

L Real estate activities 1 178 50 107 

M Professional, scientific and technical activities 366 656 673 

N Administrative and support service activities 30 54 45 

O Public administration and defence; compulsory 
social security 

: : : 

P Education 1 051 51 723 45 883 

85A Pre-primary education 100 1 446 755 

85B Primary and secondary education 101 2 843 1 764 

85C Postsecondary education 56 46 371 41 875 

85D Other education 794 1 063 1 489 

Q Human health and social work activities 1 010 16 334 8 208 

861 Hospital activities 10 1 760 827 

862 Medical and dental practice activities 13 106 81 

869 Other human health activities 202 1 997 1 371 

87A Residential nursing care activities and care activi-
ties for mental retardation, mental health and substance 
abuse 

74 976 477 

87B Residential care activities for the elderly, disabled 
and other 

31 638 285 

880 Social work activities without accommodation 680 10 857 5 167 

R Arts, entertainment and recreation 27 053 4 483 11 043 

900 Creative, arts and entertainment activities 1 253 469 691 

910 Libraries, archives, museums and other cultural 
activities 

127 318 433 

920 Gambling and betting activities 1 : : 

930 Sports activities and amusement and recreation 
activities 

25 672 3 696 9 919 

S Other service activities 74 255 24 519 29 339 

94A Activities of business, employers and professional 
membership organisations 

1 878 1 334 2 475 

94B Activities of trade unions and other membership 
org. 

72 370 23 185 26 864 

950 Repair of computers and personal and household 
goods 

1 : : 

960 Other personal service activities 6 : : 

T Activities of households as employers and producers 
for own use 

: : : 

U Activities of extraterritorial organizations and bodies : : : 

Source: Czech Statistical Office, Satellite Account of Nonprofit Institutions 
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Finally, the structure of final consumption expenditure also indicates the relative 
prominence of areas of civil society activity: the largest two categories are Recre-
ation and Culture, followed by Social Care and Education. 

 

Figure 3: Structure of final consumption expenditure (in %) 
Source: Kermiet and Smejkalová 2014 

Even though we cannot at the moment offer reliable statistics to describe the 
relative size of the individual areas of civil society activity in sufficient detail, the 
large NACE categories and the economic measures sketched above suggest that 
the most prominent areas are 

 in terms of the number of organisations: other activities; sports, leisure and 
recreation; and hunting and fishing, 

 in terms of economic contribution: sport, leisure and recreation; other activi-
ties; social services; and education.   
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Part 4: Functional Approach 

There is no research in the Czech Republic that would tell us which functions 
(roles, “tasks”) Czech CSOs fulfil and which of these are the most prominent. 
We can only make informed guesses from other data provided by statistics 
and/or research. 

From the data introduced in Part 3 above it transpires that one of the two most 
prominent functions that Czech CSOs fulfil is the mutual support and services 
provided to members in membership-based organisations in the areas of hobby, 
leisure, recreation and sport. The numerous CSOs in this area are also engaged in 
community building but due to the mutual-benefit character of these organisa-
tions it is bonding social capital that they enhance rather than bridging social 
capital. 

The other prominent function is service delivery. If we add up the numbers of 
organisations and their economic contribution in education, health, social ser-
vices, environment, culture and development, where the services are aimed at the 
organisations’ clients and/or the public at large, with services provided in the 
areas of hobby, sport, leisure and recreation, predominantly, but not exclusively, 
to the members, service provision reveals itself as perhaps the most prominent 
function of all. 

An important, and large, sub-category of service provision is classic charity, the 
relief of suffering and poverty, help to the handicapped and excluded, and sup-
port of the weakest and most vulnerable. In the Czech context most affection 
and most help is directed at children and youth, seniors and the physically and 
mentally disadvantaged. Charitable organisations also receive most financial and 
non-financial support from the public. 

Just as the building of bonding social capital accompanies the activities of mem-
bership-based associations and social clubs, service delivery is more often than 
not coupled with advocacy activities. As a rule, civil society service providers 
introduce innovative models and methods and so they need to alert the public 
and policy makers to the problems that they try to resolve, to introduce the in-
novations to them, to persuade them of their quality and positive impact and to 
win their support. 

The discussion of membership in 1.3 above (see Table 3 in particular) seems to 
suggest that the advocacy function is weakly represented in the Czech civil socie-
ty sector, with the exception of the protection of the environment. The state of 
the Czech environment was so bad under the pre-1989 totalitarian regime that a 
good deal of the environmental movement was started, and was supported by 
the public, during the communist years and it has continued to work and has 
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grown even stronger since the regime change. Czech environmental CSOs have 
practiced a policy of non-violence and have largely subscribed to the ideas of 
sustainable development and environmentally friendly community development 
so that they have not divided, or even antagonised, their fellow citizens as other 
advocacy CSOs might do. 

However, as was discussed in 1.2 and 2.2 above, the disillusionment with Czech 
politics and the disgust at the omnipresence of corruption in Czech society has 
recently acquired such dimensions that the number of advocacy CSOs, the sup-
port for them and their importance have grown rapidly in the past four to five 
years. At the moment, it is the most visible and the fastest growing segment of 
Czech civil society. 

At the grass roots level, in local and regional settings, community development is 
a major function of many CSOs and an auxiliary, supporting function of many 
local history, literary, heritage societies and associations, theatres, choirs and 
music and dance ensembles, folklore and handicraft centres, the resurrections of 
the traditional Verschönerungsvereine (village/town beautification societies), but also 
parishes and their church-based organisations as well as voluntary fire brigades 
and hunting communities, which exist in each village. The re-birth of these local 
societies and associations has since 1989 been seen as a crucial means of reviving 
people’s interest in their community and enhancing their civic engagement. That 
is why it has also been supported by a number of Czech foundations, by the 
newly established community foundations and by a network of Centres for 
Community Work, a nonprofit training and consultancy agency established in 
1996 with the aim of assisting municipalities and villages with community devel-
opment (see their website at http://www.cpkp.cz/). 

When discussing functions of civil society organisations, it is important to be 
aware that CSOs are by definition multifunctional. If one examines the manage-
ment of CSOs at organisational level, it soon becomes clear that a typical feature 
of CSOs is that they divide their time between several functions. Most CSOs 
carry out not only their principal activity or activities, but in order to achieve 
their mission they also raise awareness of their issue among citizens and policy 
makers, publicize their innovative approach, recruit support for their case, en-
deavour to influence public policy, build a community of stakeholders and sup-
porters, unite individuals, give voice to issues and groups, mediate between their 
clients and policy makers, foster social inclusion and integration, build social 
capital, and so on and so forth. Neumayr et al. (2009) in their comparative study 
of the roles of CSOs in two different European countries, Austria (an established 
democracy) and the Czech Republic (a transitional country), discovered that 
while Austrian CSOs typically focused on their mission and dedicated some lim-
ited time to a supportive activity, the Czech CSOs were more multifunctional 
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and also allocated more time and resources to the auxiliary functions. The au-
thors divided the societal functions of CSOs into three large categories - service 
delivery, advocacy and community building - and examined both the subjective 
and the objective relevance of each at the level of organisation on a representa-
tive sample of CSOs in both countries. The research led to three main findings: 

(1) The relative importance of individual functions differs. For Czech CSOs, 
advocacy and community building are more important than for Austrian CSOs. 
Service delivery, however, dominates in both countries. 

(2) Czech CSOs are multifunctional, Austrian CSOs focus on one or two func-
tions. 

(3) Austrian CSOs are functionally more focused than Czech CSOs. Not only do 
the Austrian CSOs mostly fulfil only one or two functions, but also the share of 
the dominant function is higher than it is in Czech CSOs. 

The findings resulted from both qualitative and quantitative research and are well 
illustrated by the amount of working hours allocated to the three functions (Fig-
ure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4: Relative importance of Service Delivery, Advocacy and Community Building 
by working hours (in %) 
Source: Neumayr et al. 2009: 179. 

The authors discovered one of the most convincing reasons for the differences 
between CSOs in Austria and the Czech Republic through their qualitative re-
search in interviews with chief executive officers of the CSOs in their sample. 
The reason is the difference between an “old” (Austria) and “new” democracy 
(Czech Republic). The fact that Austrian civil society is old, well-established and 
well embedded, together with an important principle of Austrian society – cor-
poratism – explains the predominance of the service delivery function: Austrian 
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CSOs can fully focus on their core activity (which is mainly service delivery) and 
do not need to spend so much time and energy on advocacy and community 
building. The higher importance and the higher share of advocacy and communi-
ty building (especially bonding) in the Czech Republic might be explained by the 
not yet settled situation of the civil society sector: while engaging in their activi-
ties defined by their mission statements, Czech CSOs also need to devote a good 
deal of their institutional capacity to the building of their organisation, to devel-
oping their relations to their operational environments and to developing their 
communities (Neumayr et al. 2009: 179-190). 

Part 5: Claims Approach 

The evolution of claims made by CSOs (both formal and informal ones) since 
1989 shows the picture of a polity undergoing a major political transition, with 
an important change in trends after the end of the first decade. It is hardly sur-
prising that in the first decade the claims were aimed at the transformation of the 
state and the quality of democracy, at the economic transition from communist 
command economy to capitalist free market economy and the changes and up-
heavals that accompanied it, and at issues of fundamental human and political 
rights, while other types of claims remained underdeveloped. The claims were 
not only on the positive side, supporting society’s emancipation and democracy 
building or dealing with the effects of the social transformation, privatization and 
liberalization of the economy, but the strong impact of life in an open society 
and competitive market also led to material and psychological frustrations that 
generated nostalgia for the good old times, inspired the call for a more authori-
tarian style of politics or led to a desire to find scapegoats for personal or group 
failures. These sentiments gave rise to the beginnings of various anti-capitalist, 
anti-globalisation, neo-Nazi and anti-Roma groups and agendas. 

The second decade saw the gradual development of a more diverse and complex 
structure of demands without any single one being the dominant issue. Broadly 
speaking, there were five major issues around which the public claim-making 
dominantly clustered. The first of them was the issue of the state and quality of 
democracy, which was articulated mostly at the beginning of the period for ob-
vious reasons: the building of a new state, separation from Slovakia and trans-
formation of political institutions logically provoked reactions from various col-
lective actors. This issue became important once again around the end of millen-
nium during the mass demonstrations against IMF and WB in Prague, and were 
related to the economic and security policies of national and foreign govern-
ments. The second key issues were foreign policies and security, which appeared 
in the late 1990’s and kept its significance until the end of the second decade. It 



178 Czech Republic 
 

 

dealt with particular issues related to the rise of interest in foreign policy - one 
was related to global justice activities, others to various international events and 
plans of domestic political elites to integrate the country more fully into the U.S.-
led coalitions and strategies (NATO summit, wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, plans 
to construct a U.S. missile base in the country etc.). The third important cluster 
of claims was related to social policies and problems of the welfare state. These 
claims responded to the transformations and changes in the policies, strategies 
and institutions of the welfare system, from the seemingly generous, but pater-
nalistic regime of the past to a system that required more initiative and more 
responsibility. In addition to that, they resulted from the understanding that even 
the new welfare system of a democratic state would never be generous, discern-
ing and sensitive enough to provide ideal support of the needs of each individu-
al. The fourth area of political claims was closely related to the previous one and 
addressed economic policies, the conflicts caused by the restructuring of the 
Czech economy, the arrival of new (foreign) investors, transnational corpora-
tions and new styles of management. Finally, the fifth important cluster of de-
mands, which already began to appear towards the end of the previous decade, 
were the radical claims by extreme-right groups. Their demands intensified to-
wards the end of the second decade when the financial and economic crisis hit 
the country, to which the liberal-conservative government of the day responded 
by introducing drastic austerity measures and reforms of the health and pension 
systems.  

 

Figure 5: Evolution of the five most important political claims by CSOs by protest 
events per year (1989-2010) 
Source: PEA Czech 

In addition to the five political clusters of claims, one more has remained strong 
throughout the years: environmental protection. This claim has always fared 
strong in Czech society, even before 1989, but the direction that became promi-
nent in the second decade was a new focus on urban and area planning as a re-
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sponse to overblown urban sprawl, city planning plagued by corruption, unman-
ageable amount of road traffic, faulty waste disposal policies, highway construc-
tion, gentrification processes and others. 

Císař (2008) analysed the structure of public claims in his study of political activ-
ism and social movements based on the analysis of protest events reported in the 
media in selected years. Figure 6 sums up his results: they largely confirm the 
findings discussed in the preceding paragraphs. 

 

Figure 6: Structure of public claims of civil society actors in selected years 
Source: Císař 2008: 58 

In terms of publicly-expressed claims, environmental demands were the most 
numerous, the most publicly visible, and also the most widely embraced by 
Czech citizens and the media. As mentioned above, environmental activism had 
been solidly established long before the fall of communism (at least in terms of 
membership) and it also gained impressive legitimacy immediately after 1989, as 
environmental issues were among the important points of critique directed to-
wards the previous regime (cf. Jehlička 2001). But Císař found that other im-
portant post-materialist issues also appeared in the public debate, including gen-
der issues and issues of the rights of ethnic (namely Roma) groups, immigrants, 
gay/lesbian minorities, and disabled people.  
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Political demands connected with public economic or social policies are second 
in importance after the group of post-materialist claims. The principal civil socie-
ty actors in this area are the trade unions and professional associations, church-
based organizations and charities, and various social service providers. In the 
Czech Republic, a dense network of professional associations, chambers, and 
trade unions have always been both partner and opponent to the state admin-
istration (Hyánek et al. 2007: 9). Other materialistically oriented protest activities 
deal with security and foreign policy issues and with law enforcement and police 
activities.  

A small but visible activity area is that of radical political action. This area exists 
outside of the sub-sector of mainstream political parties, and is occupied by 
highly ideological organizations and groups, which nonetheless often present 
themselves to the public as “apolitical” movements and think tanks. These in-
clude anti-war groups, anarchists, anti-fascists, Marxists, radical Communists, or, 
at the other end, right-wing extremists, nationalists or neo-Nazis, anti-Semitic, 
anti-Roma, etc. 

Navrátil and Pospíšil (2014) have recently studied the state of civic advocacy in 
the Czech Republic, analyzing citizens’ perceptions of the relative importance of 
CSOs’ activities in individual advocacy areas, their perception of the work actual-
ly done by CSOs in these areas and their personal involvement in them. The 
questions asked in the survey were (i) which are the advocacy areas that CSOs 
should prioritize, (ii) which are the advocacy areas where CSOs are doing enough 
good work, and (iii) which are the advocacy areas that I personally support? 
Their results (Navrátil and Pospíšil 2014: 66-70) are presented in Table 9. Their 
research offers an insight into the perspective of the clients, at the claims publicly 
made by Czech CSOs. 
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Table 10: Ranking of advocacy areas according to the importance of CSO activity, 
perceived CSO activity, and personal involvement (N=263) 

Importance of CSO advoca-
cy activities in the area 

Perceived activity of civic 
organizations in the area 

Personal involvement in the 
civic activities in the area 

children’s rights  children’s rights  children’s rights  

disability rights environment  disability rights 

anti-corruption national minority rights animal rights  

environment  human rights and freedom environment  

personal security  animal rights  human rights and freedom 

human rights and freedom disability rights education, health, social policy  

education, health, social 
policy  

women’s rights  personal security  

animal rights  consumer protection  international and global issues 

consumer protection  international and global 
issues 

consumer protection  

women’s rights  LGBT rights anti-corruption 

work of democratic institu-
tions 

education, health, social 
policy  

women’s rights  

economic policy  work of democratic institu-
tions 

work of democratic institu-
tions 

international and global 
issues 

personal security  national minority rights 

national minority rights economic policy  economic policy  

LGBT rights anti-corruption LGBT rights 

Source: Navrátil, Pospíšil 2014: 69. 

The first column shows the relative importance of CSO engagement in the ad-
vocacy areas as perceived by citizens. The areas where the organized activities are 
perceived as the most important overlap with humanitarian issues and with the 
protection of the most vulnerable social groups – disabled people and children. 
The massive preference for the anti-corruption issue may be a reflection of the 
current political discourse. Animal and environmental issues – which tend to be 
over-emphasized in the media – are somewhere in the middle of the list, together 
with personal security, education, and consumer protection themes. The least 
support for organized advocacy activities was expressed for national/ethnic mi-
nority rights (presumably tied to the issues of the Roma minority) and LGBT 
rights (presumably a consequence of a feeling of “mission accomplished”: regis-
tered (civil) same-sex partnership was established under Czech law in 2006). 

The second column indicates in which areas citizens think CSOs are doing 
enough and in which their work is perceived as insufficient. It seems that chil-
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dren’s rights are perceived as being well covered by CSOs. But many other areas 
where the importance of collective activism is deemed very high are thought to 
be neglected by CSOs (anti-corruption in particular), or CSOs are believed to 
devote too much effort to areas that are not important. In other words, CSO 
activities may be perceived as wasted on low-priority areas and, as a result, in 
short supply in high-priority areas.  

The dimension of actual personal involvement in various advocacy areas in the 
third column is consistent with the preceding lists in a very particular way. There 
are basically two key patterns here: first, children’s rights is still the most im-
portant area, which is consistent with the previous stance. But otherwise it seems 
that the level of personal involvement in various advocacy areas follows the pri-
orities of the perceived need for CSO involvement rather than the perceived 
activities of CSOs. Citizens perceive the activities of organized civic actors as 
inconsistent with their own opinion of the needs for coordinated action in par-
ticular advocacy areas and with their own individual engagement. There are areas 
(disability rights, anti-corruption, and personal security) that are perceived as 
important, evaluated as rather insufficiently covered by CSOs, and, perhaps for 
that reason, people report that they engage in these areas. On the other hand, 
there are areas (environment, women’s rights, national minority rights, and 
LGBT rights) that are perceived as less important, that are evaluated as being 
sufficiently covered by CSOs, and, possibly in consequence, people do not en-
gage in these areas. These relations may signal some kind of “compensating 
mechanisms” that are at work in 10 out of 15 advocacy issue areas. This indicates 
that people have their own evaluations of the importance of various issues and 
they try to follow these evaluations in their individual engagements in civil socie-
ty, thus compensating for the different focus by CSOs, or citizens may evaluate 
the extent of actual activity of organized collective actors and then avoid their 
own engagement in those areas where they believe the activity of CSOs is high 
enough. 

Part 6: Organisational Approach 

The legal forms 

As yet, there is no general agreement in the Czech Republic on what the organi-
sations that constitute the civil society sector should be called. Despite the fact 
that CSOs constitute the very core of civil society and despite their large num-
bers and economic and social importance, Czech legislation does not include a 
definition of a “civil society organisation” or “nonprofit organisation” or “non-
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governmental organisation”. Instead, the Constitution of 1992 and other related 
legislation (above all the Charter of Fundamental Rights and Freedoms, 1992, 
and other laws specifying the rights of association, petition, etc.) guarantee the 
basic rights and freedoms on which the life of a free civil society depends; fur-
ther specific legislation (the Civil Code, the Law on Citizen Assembly, the Law 
on Churches and Religious Congregations, the Law on Public Benefit Compa-
nies, the Law on Foundations and Funds, etc.) regulates the civil sphere and the 
sector of CSOs. The Czech Statistical Office currently includes thirteen legal 
forms of CSO in its definition of nonprofit institutions (see Table 1), and, as a 
rule, each legal form is defined in, and regulated by, a specific law.  

Most of the thirteen Czech types of nonprofit institutions are familiar from other 
countries (association, foundation) or are self-explanatory (hunting community, 
school corporation). Two, however, are particular to Czech legislation and re-
quire a brief explanation. A philanthropic fund (nadační fond) is an asset-based 
non-membership legal person, like a foundation, whose purpose is to support 
public benefit causes, but, unlike a foundation, it does not have to have an in-
come-generating endowment. A public benefit company (obecně prospěšná 
společnost) is a non-profit corporation whose purpose is to offer services to mem-
bers of the public (typical examples include hospitals, shelters, and museums); it 
thus resembles an operating foundation, but without an endowment or other 
income generating assets.  

What is irritating for a student of Czech civil society and nonprofit organizations 
is not only the maze of thirteen nonprofit legal forms, but also the varying usage 
of the basic terms (cf. Hyanek et al. 2007: 12). “Nonprofit institution” (nezisková 
instituce) is the technical term used by the Czech Statistical Office (CZSO) to 
refer to the thirteen nonprofit legal forms included in the NPI Satellite Account. 
It is used in statistics and economic research of the third (nonprofit) sector. 
“Nonprofit organization” (nezisková organizace) is a term used by the Johns Hop-
kins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Research Project and the most authoritative 
technical term used in nonprofit sector research; at the same time, it (or its 
shorthand “nonprofit”, neziskovka) is the most common word used in everyday 
speech and in the media. Finally, “non-state non-profit organization” (nestátní 
nezisková organizace) is a term that was introduced by the Government Council for 
Non-State Non-Profit Organisations in the early 1990s and that includes only 
associations, public benefit companies, church-based service-providing organiza-
tions, foundations, and funds as those organizations whose development the 
Government wanted to support after 1989. “Civil society” (občanská společnost) is 
not very common; it is mainly used as a political concept in the media, and also 
as a technical term by sociologists and political scientists. The expression “civil 
society organisation” (organizace občanské společnosti) has not taken root in the 
Czech language, perhaps of its clumsiness, but it is used as a technical term in 



184 Czech Republic 
 

 

academic publications. In the media and much of the popular public discourse, a 
reference to “nonprofit organizations” very often means only the most frequent 
legal forms of NPI: associations and their branches, public benefit companies, 
funds and foundations, and often, but not always, churches and religious socie-
ties and the organizations that they establish. 

The statistical data reveals that by far the most frequent legal form that CSOs 
take is the association (see Table 1). In theory, this is a membership-based organ-
ization, but in fact quite a lot of associations also provide services, both to their 
members and to the public, and engage in advocacy activities. It is the easiest 
type of nonprofit legal form to establish; the legal requirements on the estab-
lishment, management and, above all, accountability and reporting are much 
more modest than for the other nonprofit legal forms, and so most founders 
choose this legal form when they launch their organisations. Similarly, the name 
of another traditional legal form, the foundation, is very often misleading. The 
legislation defines foundations as permanent assets set aside for public benefit. 
Foundations should invest their endowments and make grants from the pro-
ceeds of the investment to third parties. In actual fact, very few Czech founda-
tions are endowed grant-makers; most of them are grant-seeking and operating 
organisations, often hardly distinguishable from other nonprofit organisations 
(Rosenmayer et al. 2004).  

This legislative confusion dates back to the early 1990’s, when Czech CSOs were 
established in large numbers in a situation of legislative void and lack of philan-
thropic wealth. Almost all the organisations were action-oriented grant-seekers 
even if they were called foundations by their founders. In the context of the first 
phases of regime change and economic transformation, the first parliaments and 
governments were busy enacting the basic democratic and economic legislation 
and had no time for the legal needs of CSOs. It was only much later and gradual-
ly that the necessary legislation was passed: Act on Public Benefit Companies in 
1995 (Act No. 248/1995 On Public Benefit Companies), the Law on Philan-
thropic Foundations and Funds in 1997 (Act No. 227/1997 On Foundations 
and Philanthropic Funds), and the legislation regulating associations as late as 
2012 (!), in the provisions of the new Civil Code (Act No. 89/2012 Civil Code). 
Since the respective pieces of legislation were enacted, the public benefit compa-
nies and the foundations and funds have had to adapt to the new regulation, but 
much of the previous confusion has survived. In the case of associations (the 
new Civil Code only came into force on January 1, 2014), they remain the most 
flexible and open type of organisation even under the new regulation, and so it 
seems justified to suppose that they will remain the most popular legal form in 
the future, too. 
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The formal and the informal 

While we have a growing body of knowledge about the organised part of civil 
society, the informal groups and activities in civil society remain largely unre-
searched. It is hard to assess the ratio between the formal and the informal be-
cause data sources registering the informal groups and their activities are scarce 
and non-systematic at best and non-existent at worst. Moreover, besides infor-
mal groups and initiatives proper, which are simply not interested in establishing 
formal organisations and registering as legal persons, there are also informal 
and/or non-registered groups, such as extreme, radical social and political group-
ings, that have reasons of their own for staying in the shade, outside the sphere 
of visible or official activities of the civil society sector. A recent survey of CSOs 
(Císař et al. 2011) revealed several important findings related to the level of for-
malization of CSOs. First, the number of registered CSOs heavily outnumbers 
the informal ones: even if their survey cannot be considered representative of the 
whole population of Czech CSOs (a sample of 220 groups was collected via 
snowball strategy in selected issue areas), only less than 8% of the sample were 
unregistered. Second, the unregistered, informal organizations are mainly found 
in certain areas. There were two such areas in Císař’s survey: the first were 
LGBT CSOs that focused on community organizing, service provision and were 
often located in smaller cities. The reservation on the side of majority society 
makes public engagement in these groups and their public activities rather diffi-
cult. The second issue group were radical leftist CSOs (anarchists, autonomists 
or Trotskyite groups) that intentionally avoided any contact with the authorities 
via normal communication channels (registration, funding, cooperation) as they 
tried to challenge the existing political order or some of its pathologies. Finally, 
as was mentioned before (and as suggested by claim analysis), there is also a con-
siderable number of “uncivil” collective actors that largely remain informal and 
often even act as clandestine organisations, hiding under the umbrellas of various 
music and other subcultures or staying underground. 

Cooperation within the sector 

The relations and interaction within the sector have so far evolved only slowly 
and gradually, the situation tending to be much better on lower levels, within the 
individual fields of nonprofit/civil society activity or in the regions, than on the 
national level. For pragmatic and practical reasons the CSOs working in the same 
field and/or the same geographical region have proved more likely to form alli-
ances and mutual-support organisations to promote their common interests. 
Thus, there are around 80 umbrella associations in the country, covering most 
fields of activity and all the country’s regions, but in spite of several attempts to 
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establish it, there is no national general umbrella organisation that would serve 
and represent the entire sector42.  

The debate about the need for a representative body of the civil society sector 
has been going on ever since the early 1990’s, but the bad experience of the 
communist National Front combined with the natural diversity and independ-
ence of CSOs have always made the decisive step impossible. Instead, there have 
emerged a few natural leaders of the sector that have gained significant support, 
neziskovky.cz (a national information, education and consultancy centre for CSOs) 
and the Czech Donors Forum (a national association of philanthropic donors) 
being the best examples. 

This reluctance to work together and to undergo the discipline of a formal or-
ganisation has had a negative impact on the development of the civil society 
sector as a whole. The ability of the sector to act as a societal force and a partner 
to the state and to the business sector depends on its internal quality as a whole, 
i.e. on the character and the density of the internal networks that make up the 
infrastructure of the sector. Frič (2001) distinguishes nine such basic networks: 

 Conceptual network: Consists of research and analytical institutions, leading 
organisations and personalities. Builds the knowledge base of the sector, cre-
ates strategic documents and proposals, and acts as a platform for critical re-
flection and discussion. 

 Coordination network: Made up of umbrella organisations, alliances, coali-
tions and platforms. Their task is to integrate CSOs, to provide communica-
tion and coordination between various sub-sectors and groups. 

 Facilitation network: Facilitates cooperation in the sector and across sectors, 
initiates joint activities, builds an atmosphere of trust and resolves conflicts. 
Consists of specialised facilitation centres and individuals. 

 Advocacy network: Organisations and individuals providing advocacy and 
lobbying services. 

 Evaluation network: Monitoring and evaluation services, accreditation sys-
tems and authorities, analytical and advisory bodies. The network is a princi-
pal vehicle for critical (self-)reflection, feedback, evaluation of standards and 
good practice. 

 Information network: National, regional and local information centres, data-
bases, registers and information outlets. The goal is to make information as 

                                                      

42 In October 2003, after two false starts, a national association (Asociace nestátních neziskových 
organizací) was established by 50 founding members. It has, however, so far failed to prove its 
worth and win the trust and support of leading CSOs. 
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reliable and as accessible to interested parties and the general public as pos-
sible and to use information to break the barriers between various sectors 
and groups, to encourage cooperation, to promote giving and volunteering 
etc. 

 Education network: Its task is to contribute to good professional standards 
in management, to educate and train paid staff and volunteers, to promote 
the collective identity of the workforce, and to educate experts in nonprofit 
studies.  

 Public relations network: Is closely linked to the day-to-day work of individ-
ual CSOs but must also include organisations specialised in PR activities. 
The purpose is to professionally deal with questions of relations between 
CSOs and other societal actors, to actively promote the cause of civil society, 
to introduce questions of civil society into the general discourse, into school 
curricula etc. 

 Self-regulation network: Is crucial for the health of the sector, its task is to 
formulate, promote and monitor informal ethical norms of behaviour. Na-
tional associations and umbrella organisations, but also informal groups and 
discussion platforms play the key roles. Besides, a well-developed sector 
should also have a good number of watchdog organisations. 

Even though rather theoretical, this classification of the infrastructure makes it 
possible to see the internal relations in the Czech civil society sector in a struc-
tured way and to highlight its successes and failures. It becomes apparent that 
Czech CSOs score high on three issues only: information, education and public 
relations. These networks are well developed and well-functioning. On two 
counts, viz. coordination and advocacy, Czech CSOs have had some success, but 
much remains to be done. What has been achieved there usually depends on the 
work of individual organisations and their leaders, but what is missing is coordi-
nation, systematic work and specialised organisations. Sadly, the remaining four 
networks (conceptual, facilitation, evaluation and self-regulation) are seriously 
underdeveloped.   

When one views the internal development of the Czech civil society sector in the 
light of the existence or non-existence and the quality of networks, it becomes 
clear that Czech CSOs have so far consumed most of their energy and resources 
on the development of their own organisations. Most CSOs work on very tight 
budgets and their leaders must devote all their time to their own organisations. 
They find it very difficult to take on extra work for the benefit of the whole sec-
tor. Specialised organisations that would fulfil the roles required for the success-
ful functioning of the infrastructure of the sector are very difficult to establish 
and to sustain because of the lack of funding available for such purposes. The 
infrastructure of the Czech civil society sector therefore remains underdevel-
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oped. It has generated networks that are directly beneficial to the individual 
CSOs (coordination, information, education and PR) but remains weak in the 
other areas. 

Part 7: Conclusions: So far so good, but still a long way to go 

“It will take six months to reform the political systems, six years to change the 
economic systems, and sixty years to effect a revolution in the peoples’ hearts 
and minds.”  

Ralf Dahrendorf, 1990, in Reflections on the revolution in Europe 

After more than two decades, Czech society is still a society in transition and the 
Czech civil society sector is in transition, too. The sector went through a turbu-
lent first period of recovery in the 1990’s. Towards the end of the decade it 
gained some self-confidence and celebrated first successes, most important of 
which was the change in public perception resulting in improved relations with 
the general public and the other sectors and in increased support for its work. In 
the second decade Czech CSOs solidified their achievements: the number of 
CSOs continued to grow; the relations with the public and the other sectors 
continued to improve, albeit slowly and gradually; CSOs expanded the scope of 
their activities and grew stronger in the areas of advocacy and community build-
ing, which were underdeveloped in the 1990’s; the legislative, fiscal and policy 
environment for their work kept slowly improving; and on the organisational 
level, CSOs matured, grew more professional, more experienced and more fi-
nancially sustainable. 

In spite of the gradual growth and improvement, the Czech civil society sector is 
still far from mature, it is still faced with a lot of fundamental challenges: it needs 
to further improve its relations with the state and the business sector; it needs 
improved legislation; together with the state, it should resolve the transformation 
of public services; it needs to develop its funding base, which is still too weak; it 
needs to become more professional, the capacity building in individual organisa-
tions remains a priority task; it needs to develop its infrastructure, especially its 
conceptual, facilitation, advocacy, evaluation and self-regulatory functions; and it 
is in bad need of improving its accountability and transparency. In tackling these 
challenges, however, it can already rely on the positive developments of the past 
several years: the increased support from the public; the increasing volume of 
volunteer labour input; the increasing volume of private giving; the recent suc-
cesses in advocacy; the increasing impact on public policy; and the improving 
cooperation within the sector. 
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In addition to all these challenges, which more or less result from the develop-
ments of the past two decades, there are a few issues that the Czech civil society 
sector has not yet begun to think about in a serious manner: It ought to find its 
place in greater Europe and its civil society. It should learn to participate in EU 
policy. It ought to find effective ways of contributing to the democratic trans-
formation of Czech society as well as participating in dialogue about global is-
sues. Last but not least, it needs to start thinking about itself.  

After more than two decades of impressive growth, the civil society sector 
should find time for critical self-reflection. It needs to ask itself the obvious 
questions: Where are we now? What have we achieved and what have been the 
failures? Where do we go next? But it also needs to ask those questions that it 
has not fully opened yet: What is our role in society? What is our relation with 
the state? And with the business sector? What are the new challenges of the 21st 
century and how do we respond?  

There are various possible ways of further development open to the Czech civil 
society sector: Will it limit itself to old-style charity? Will it become a service-
providing appendix to the welfare state? Or will it develop into a robust and 
independent societal actor? As civil society and its organisations become stronger 
and more mature, it is time the sector started a serious debate about which role 
in society it wishes to play and which road into the future it wants to take. 

The transformation of a communist society into a free and democratic one will 
take two generations and so will the transformation of its civil society sector. In 
spite of much predictable difficulty and some unexpected setbacks, Czech civil 
society seems to have made a promising start - but a great deal of the work still 
lies ahead. 
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Civil Society in the Visegrád Four 

The Visegrád Four (V4) is a group of post-socialist countries from Eastern and 
Central Europe. Hungary, Poland and then Czechoslovakia (now Czech Repub-
lic and Slovakia) made this alliance in the beginning of the 1990s. The members 
share common cultural and historical roots derived from belonging to the Latin-
Christian cultural circle. The group was founded at Visegrád Castle in Hungary. 
On February 15, 1991 the presidents of the three countries signed the Declara-
tion on Cooperation in Striving for European Integration and formed a free 
union of Central European post-communist countries. The central aim was to 
provide security for these countries during the time of political instability in the 
region after the events of 1989. They consulted mainly on topics concerning the 
dissolution of structures constituting the former socialist bloc. But each of the 
countries acted independently and experienced the transformation differently. 
After a period of initiation and individual strategies (1989-1998), the cooperation 
among the Visegrád countries was intensified. Each country had its own motiva-
tion to do so but in 1999 a new document called ‘The Content of Visegrád Co-
operation’ was passed. It defined the framework of a more institutionalised co-
operation but was still lacking a clear definition of the structure, organizational 
set-up and scope of activity of the group. Nevertheless, the cross-border cooper-
ation between the countries became stronger. One result was the establishment 
of the only permanent institution of the group in 2000 - the ‘International Vise-
grád Fund’. It is the best noted of the initiatives to strengthen education, re-
search and social understanding among these nations. In 2004, all V4 countries 
joined the European Union.43  

After the breakdown of the socialist regimes in the Visegrád countries, a boom 
of CSOs and initiatives took place, which is a commonplace phenomenon after 
the breakdown of authoritarian regimes. Many existing structures that could not 
appear in public and were kept underground came to light after the collapse of 
the authoritarian regimes. People began to join associations and use the new 
possibilities of participation in social processes. Figure 1 shows the rapid growth 
of CSOs between 1989 and 1993 and the slower but relatively steady increase of 
the sector until the end of the 20th century.  

                                                      

43 Walterová, Eliska, 2007. 
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Figure 1: Foundation boom of associations 1989 - 2001. (Source: Johns Hopkins 
Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project) 

The sharp rise and the longer phase with only slight growth was followed by a 
reverse development at the beginning of the millennium or even earlier. Mem-
bership plummeted, and the number of CSOs declined slightly.  

In particular, political parties and trade unions lost many members. Overall, civil 
society in the Visegrád countries was relatively weakly developed by around 
2005. Employment rates (see Figure 2) in CSOs confirm this.  

Moreover, independent CSOs were hardly recognized as partners by public insti-
tutions. In the area of social services, it was governmental institutions which 
were active in the first place. Civil society organizations only have limited possi-
bilities to compete in the market. They are represented primarily in the area of 
sports and recreation.44  

                                                      

44 Mansfeldová 2004. 
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Figure 2: Employment in NPOs as percentage of total employment, 1995. 

The difference to other European countries becomes clear in the following fig-
ure (see Figure 3). Numbers today would look different to these ones, which 
date back to 1995. Still, the graph illustrates the different conditions for CSOs in 
the V4 countries. These remain up until today in the form of path dependen-
cies.45 

This is one of the reasons why qualitative methods were used in this study. Ex-
perts in the field describe the greatest needs and barriers in the four countries. 
The study makes general statements that are relevant in the V4 countries. Central 
observations arise from the comparison of all sectors across countries. These are 
general and show the current prime concerns of civil society in the region. Com-
pared to West European countries, obvious similarities between the V4 countries 
exist.46  

                                                      

45 Nicholson 2008, p.116. 
46 Czike 2010, p.223. 
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Figure 3: Employment in NPOs according to fields of activity, 1995. (Source: Johns 
Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project) 

After 1989, a variety of civic associations arose and engaged primarily in the 
areas of education, social welfare, sports and charity. Political topics, such as 
human rights, were rarely represented.47 

The situation for civil society in the 4 countries today is, however, quite diverse. 
The differences are not to be underestimated. For example, in Poland, a wide 
civil society base and civic tradition can be discerned. CSOs from the Czech 
Republic and Hungary were established with a much smaller social base. The 
absence of strong societal support led to a strong dependency of most CSOs on 
the government. Therefore, only few are able to criticize state action. More of-
ten, CSOs are perceived as the long arm and agent of the State.48 

One of the main concerns of the organizations is to create the necessary condi-
tions for independent work. For this purpose, the creation of stable bases and 

                                                      

47 Mannová 2012, p.686. 
48 Cf. Ib., 223. 
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the improvement of skills within CSOs are strongly recommended by the experts 
of this study.  

However, a large number of CSOs is active in the respective countries. The big-
gest fields of activity in the four countries are pointed out in figure 4.  

 

Figure 4: Fields of Activity of CSOs in the V4, 1999. (Sources: Hungarian Statistical 
Office, 2008 / Czech Statistical Office, 2008 / Poland: Juros, 2005 / Slovakia: 
Wolekova et al., 1999) 

The overview in Figure 4 compares various fields of activity of CSOs in the four 
countries. The available data is very diverse regarding the dates and the respec-
tive categorizations.  

Especially in Slovakia hardly any data has been published since 1999. In Hungary 
and Slovakia, organisations active in sports and recreation are by far the largest 
group by number of organisations, followed by CSOs active in the field of edu-
cation and research.  
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Data Availability on Civil Society 

The best data is available for Poland and Hungary. Hungary has a long tradition 
in collecting data about NPOs. Since 1993, the Hungarian central statistical of-
fice annually collects data from all NPOs and publishes an overview and a com-
prehensive analysis based on the findings. In addition, for more than 20 years, 
the Non-Profit Research Centre in Budapest has been an important player in 
Hungarian civil society research and international exchange. But the low level of 
cooperation between public and private institutions in Hungary does not encour-
age the development of networks and improvements in the field. 

In Poland, the Central Statistical Office and the National Court Registry are the 
most important providers of statistical data on civil society. Since 2011, public 
institutions collect and provide data not only about third sector organisations but 
also about volunteering. Private organisations, namely the Klon/Jawor Associa-
tion, are active in research as well. Whereas public institutions mainly focus on 
economic factors, these private research centres also address qualitative issues. 

Meanwhile, the Czech Republic have good quality data about Civil Society. 
Above all, the Czech Statistical Office has been implementing the Satellite Ac-
count of Nonprofit Institutions as prescribed in the Handbook on Non-profit 
Institutions in the System of National Accounts by the UN Statistical Division. 
The Czech Government annually publishes a survey of all funding for nonprofit 
organisations from public sources (from the national, regional and local levels of 
government). 

Research, in academic institutions and by the civil society sector itself, is still not 
much advanced, but it has gradually been improving, especially since the estab-
lishment of the Department of Civil Society Studies at Charles University in 
Prague in 2002 and the Centre for Nonprofit Sector Research at Masaryk Uni-
versity in Brno in 2003. 

In Slovakia, research on civil society is also underdeveloped and insufficient. 
Basic information about the institutional, economic and social characteristics of 
civil society organisations is often missing. The scant existing data only provides 
basic information about NGOs derived from registration documents. In com-
parison to other countries, the existing data lacks sufficient quantitative and qual-
itative depth. 

Comparison of Four Fields of Activity 

In the following, four exemplary areas CSOs are actively engaged with in the V4 
will be discussed comparatively. The possibility to produce well-founded com-
parisons is compromised by the lack of consistent data, especially in the case of 
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faith-based organisations. However, similarities and differences can be outlined 
and analysed. The chapters include assessments of the respective experts. They 
evaluate the importance of each topic compared to the other areas. 

Education 

The educational systems of the Visegrád countries were formed during the In-
dustrial Revolution and were influenced by Austrian legislation on education and 
the German model. The development of the school systems was strongly influ-
enced by national aspects. Enforced by the government during the period from 
the 1950s till the 1980s, the educational system developed in the direction of a 
strongly unified model. School-leavers were expected to conform to the govern-
ing regime and the countries were based on similar economies. Therefore they 
had almost the same demands in terms of the needed workforce. After the polit-
ical changes all that was gone, and the countries faced massive challenges regard-
ing the transformation of almost every area of life and society.49  

To make matters worse, the education system cannot be simply changed from 
one day to the next. In addition to structural changes, it requires a realignment of 
the curriculum. Most important, however, are teachers who are qualified to teach 
these additional contents. In general, the big challenges in all fields of society 
were met with different strategies in each of the four countries, which is one 
reason why the field of education is facing different problems in the V4 today.  

To support the organisations active in the field of education has top priority in 
Poland and Hungary. In Slovakia, it is one of the key areas for a democratic, 
liberal and progressive society.  

                                                      

49 Walterová, Eliska, 2007. 
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Figure 5: Share of organisations active in the field of education. (Source: see Figure 4) 

Statistical data among these four countries reveals that the share of organisations 
active in the field of education is the highest in Slovakia at a rate of approximate-
ly 28%.  

Nowadays, the education systems face different problems in the four countries. 
In Slovakia, a large proportion of the population has at least attained upper sec-
ondary education. With 91% of the 25 to 64 year-olds holding a secondary quali-
fication (in 2011) Slovakia is way above the OECD average of 75%. Notwith-
standing, the attainment of higher degrees than upper secondary education is 
growing but still substandard. Within the OECD, Slovakia ranked only second to 
last in 2011. Yet, the share of the population continuing school after completing 
lower secondary education is positive. In Slovakia, 83% of the 15 to 29 year-olds 
stay in school compared to only 68% on OECD average.50  

All in all, developments of the Slovak educational system can be rated as positive 
in recent years. But, there is massive room for improvement, for instance with 
regard to the working conditions of teachers. The salary of teachers in Slovakia is 
one of the lowest in the OECD and big differences exist between primary teach-
ers and those teaching on other levels of education.51 

                                                      

50 OECD (2013): Slovak Republic. In: Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators, 
OECD Publishing. URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2013-69-en (1.9.2014) 
51 Ibid. 
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In Poland, wages of teachers are also among the lowest in the OECD countries. 
Whereas the wages of teachers were cut down by about 30% in Hungary in the 
course of the financial crisis, they increased in the Czech Republic over the last 
decade, especially for the primary and lower secondary teachers. But compared 
to other countries, salaries are still relatively low in all V4 countries.  

On the other hand, funding for the education sector increased in the Czech Re-
public despite the financial crisis and the associated cut of public expenditures. 
Between 2005 and 2010 public spending increased per student in all stages of 
education by 25% (OECD average 17%). The number of students in the tertiary 
level also increased by 32% (OECD 13%).52  

One consequence of the financial crisis is that more and more young people 
decide to pursue academic training since the unemployment among youth has 
increased. The share of people with a tertiary degree is still substandard but the 
numbers increased heavily between the groups. In comparison, the Czech Re-
public ranked first for the share of the 25 to 64 year-olds with at least an upper 
secondary education (92% compared to 75% on OECD average). Nevertheless, 
only 8% only have an elementary education, which is the lowest OECD rate. 
One critical point is the general ageing of teachers. 40% of the countries’ teach-
ers are over 50 years old, which is one of the highest rates in the OECD.53 

In Hungary, the level of education is important in many ways, for instance to 
increase the chance to find a job. The differences in income are second highest 
in Hungary among the OECD member countries. Yet, tertiary education in-
comes are statistically more than twice as high.54 This indicates a growing social 
cleavage in the country. 

In addition, unemployment rates increased sharply among people without ter-
tiary education during the financial crisis. The same can be said about young 
people in general. Employment levels among young adults vary significantly 
depending on their level of education.55 

                                                      

52 OECD (2013): Czech Republic. In: Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators, 
OECD Publishing. URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2013-43-en (1.9.2014) 
53 Ibid. 
54 OECD (2013): Hungary. In: Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators, OECD Pub-
lishing. URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2013-51-en (1.9.2014) 
55 Ibid. 
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Being employed or not very much depends on the level of education in Poland, 
too. In 2011, 85% of the 25 to 64 year-olds with a tertiary education were em-
ployed compared to 66% of those with an upper secondary qualification.56  

The field of early childhood education has expanded greatly in recent years. Be-
tween 2005 and 2011, enrolment rates almost doubled in Poland. But with 50% 
of three-year-olds and 68% of four-year-olds attending appropriate educational 
institutions in 2011, Poland still lags behind the OECD average of 68% and 
85%.57  

Apart from these figures, it is clear that the public education systems are insuffi-
cient in many ways. Improvements in the teaching of learning objectives, which 
are not embedded in the curriculum, are considered particularly important. There 
is an urgent need for teaching basic life skills, citizenship skills and civil society 
values in all V4 countries. Particularly in post-communist societies, the precondi-
tions and the motivation to become an active citizen and to participate in volun-
tary associations have to be promoted. People who were socialized during the 
communist period are less likely to participate in associations because they grew 
up in a culture of civic passivity and were lacking a model of social participation 
by the older generations. Family has a big influence on the social engagement of 
the next generation. Children of parents characterized by high rates of social 
participation are more likely to participate themselves. Because this background 
is still missing on a larger scale, citizenship skills and civil society values need to 
be conveyed particularly to the younger generation.58 

This could be achieved by the support of programmes providing soft-skill train-
ing, especially for young people (life skills, i.e. competency in engaging in discus-
sion, negotiation and conflict resolution). Also, basic practical skills are often not 
sufficiently conveyed by the public school system. These include reading instruc-
tions, finding information, filling in forms, etc. These tasks usually exceed the 
curricula and the competences of public schools. Therefore, incentives to mobi-
lize people and to create new models of community education are needed. 

 

 

                                                      

56 OECD (2013): Poland. In: Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators, OECD Pub-
lishing. URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/eag-2013-65-en (1.9.2014) 
57 Ibid. 
58 Voicu / Tufis, 2013. 
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Society 

The field titled ‘Society’ is important in all four countries. As the term society is 
rather broad and unspecified in social sciences, it has to be clearly defined for 
our context. It is not a strictly scientific category, but a generic term for different 
areas. In this context, the term describes soft categories related to social condi-
tions in the various countries. A prime factor that has played an important role in 
the discussion over the last decades is social capital as Robert Putnam described it.  

Figure 6: Trust in people in European countries. (Source: Czike 2010, 227) 

A detailed look at this aspect leads to an important insight to perceive the needs 
of civil society in the V4 countries. One important indicator of social capital and 
the state of civil society is trust within society. The results of the Eurobarometer 
study of 2008 show the strikingly low results for the V4 countries. Mostly they 
are substandard to the EU27 average. In Poland, only 10% of the citizens stated 
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to have trust in their own national parliament in 2008 (Czech Republic 16%, 
Hungary 21% and Slovakia 37%). Only Slovakia reaches the EU27 average, 
which is 35%.59 

The OECD Economic Outlook Panel achieved different results, but in principle, 
they show the same tendency. A 2012 survey from the OECD shows a massive 
increase in trust in Poland and Slovakia, whereas in the Czech Republic and 
Hungary numbers decreased. In Hungary (23%) and the Czech Republic (18%), 
trust in the national government has the lowest rates of the V4 countries. In 
Poland, the confidence rate grew by 9% and in the Slovak Republic it grew by 
about 25% between 2007 and 2012 (see Figure 7).60  

On the other hand, trust in consumer associations is very high in the Czech Re-
public (78%), but rather low in Slovakia (41%), Poland (54%) and Hungary 
(55%) compared to the average of 65%.61  

Even more impressive are the results concerning trust in people. All over central 
and Eastern Europe the claim “Most people can be trusted” is agreed to by only 
approx. 20% of the citizens whereas in Western countries the approval ranges 
from 30% to 65%.62 This indicates an urgent need for developing a healthy and 
vibrant civil society. A prime aim must therefore be to improve the conditions 
for trust in all countries, both in institutions and in people’s fellow citizens.  

An analysis of the situation in Poland showed that civic engagement is inhibited 
by the lack of trust in institutions and a high corruption rate.63 The interpersonal 
trust, e.g. in family members, friends and colleagues, is all the greater. However, 
this citizens’ identification is complicated by society as a whole. A retreat into the 
private sphere is the result. This has been observed in Poland for several years, as 
a recent study of Aurica Bloom64 shows.  

 

 

                                                      

59 Lb., 225. 
60 Cf. OECD 2014. 
61 Czike 2010, 227. 
62 Due to different research setups other surveys stated different numbers but altogether they 
lead to the same findings. 
63 Cf. Transparency International (2004): Poland. At: Global Corruption Report 2004. Special 
Focus political corruption. Pp.242-246. URL:  http://issuu.com /transparencyinternational/ 
docs/2004_gcr_politicalcorruption_en/255?e=0  
64 Bloom, Aurica (2013): Die Zivilgesellschaft Polens. Zwischen Aufbruch und Stagnation. 
Münster, Berlin, London: Lit. Verlag. Pp.101. 
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Figure 7: Trust in national Governments. Percentage point change between 2007 and 
2012. (Source: OECD Economic Outlook 2013, No. 93.) 

The relatively low trust among citizens is common in societies in political transi-
tion. This is explained by the general change of society’s values as well as 
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through the dissolving concepts of social cohesion and solidarity. These are nec-
essary requirements, which you cannot simply buy with money. An increasing 
number of organisations – partly originated through development programs with 
EU money – is probably not the ‘easy solution’ to build a healthy (civil) society.  

 

Figure 8: Share of organisations active in the fields of Health, Social Services, Com-
munity development or Housing. (Source: see figure 4) 

The category ‘Society’ is not easy to grasp by statistical information about organi-
sations active in this field of action. As already mentioned, it is no separate cate-
gory but more a cross-cutting issue relevant for several organisations. One indi-
cator can be the task of community development (see Figure 8). But as it is in 
combination with the category ‘housing’, the above displayed numbers run the 
risk of misleading. 

Society in this context shall include, for example, social cohesion, social integra-
tion and solidarity, ethnic and cultural diversity, etc. Further functions to be ad-
dressed, and which civil society organizations would be capable of taking over, 
include: watchdog, leadership, volunteering, ethical and moral issues, partnership 
with local communities, inclusion of minorities, civic dialogue, umbrellas and 
networks. 

Social Service, Health & Care 

Looking at the comparison of life expectancy rates in the OECD countries, the 
field of health care transpires as of paramount importance. All four countries are 
2 - 5 years below the OECD average. The same picture shows up when compar-
ing health spending across the OECD. All of the four countries are far below the 
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OECD average. In Poland and Slovakia, the demographic change will lead to the 
oldest populations in 2020-2040 world-wide. These facts highlight the priority of 
this subject.  

 

Figure 9: Share of organisations active in the fields of Health or Social services. 
(Source: see Figure 4) 

One central aspect related to care is the condition of the countries’ health-care 
system. The reforms of the health care systems in the countries over the last 
decade focused mainly on limiting redundant seeking of healthcare by introduc-
ing fees in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, increasing the effectiveness of 
health care providers by privatizing health care insurance and increasing the se-
curity of health care by establishing new authorities for control.65  

In the area of health care system efficiency, a survey revealed that Slovakia and 
Hungary lag behind the other two countries. Poland comes first in the V4 rank-
ing, and compared to 18 other European countries, it is even among the most 
efficient. The system of the Czech Republic is on a stable midfield rank. The 
Hungarian health system was lowly rated but within the timespan of the survey 
(2004-2010) it became more efficient, whereas the situation in Slovakia wors-
ened. Both were ranked quite low compared to the other European countries of 
the survey.66 

                                                      

65 Visegrad.info: http://www.visegrad.info/health-policy-and-pandemics/factsheet/health-
systems-and-challenges-in-v4.html (12.11.2014) 
66 Grausová, Mária et al. 2014. 
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Figure 10: Changes in the share of people aged 65+ in the total population (Source: 
Perek-Bialas, 2013) 

It should always be borne in mind that efficiency and quality do not mean the 
same thing. A review of the patients’ perspective revealed major problems, espe-
cially in Poland and the Slovak Republic. In the 2009 ranking of health care sys-
tems in Europe from the patients’ perspective, the V4 countries were ranked as 
follows among 33 European countries: the Czech Republic (17th), Hungary 
(20th), Poland (26th) and the Slovak Republic (28th). 

This marks a setback for Hungary, since the year before it was ranked 14th. The 
Polish and Slovak health care systems are among the worst in Europe. This is 
reflected both by an objective ranking of the Euro Health Consumer Index and 
the results of opinion polls among Polish patients (two thirds were “not satis-
fied”). 

But the field of care includes more than just the health system, namely, care for 
the elderly and disabled, for addicts, orphans and the mentally ill, marginalized 
groups in general and other dependent people.  

Civil society actors protecting and providing care for the specified target groups 
are facing major obstacles. 
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The central tasks that can be identified across the V4 countries are connected 
with the keywords:  

 inclusion (of vulnerable citizens),  

 advocacy for senior and disabled citizens,  

 self-help,  

 leadership,  

 watchdog,  

 solidarity,  

 innovative care  

 human resources. 

In the field of care, new civil society organisations founded after 1989 are often 
confronted with traditional older organisations (from communist times) with 
great influence and a strong lobby. This leads to big problems for the new, inno-
vative organisations and their eligibility for funding from public sources. Fur-
thermore, non-profit organisations are structurally disadvantaged compared to 
public ones, which is against the principle of subsidiarity. All are societies in 
transition with changing work habits (e.g. families in which both parents are 
working), demographic change etc.  

Religion & Faith 

Faith is an important but difficult issue in all four countries. Different values and 
beliefs regularly collide in secular democracies. Social backbones, such as reli-
gion, are a crucial subject in times of high mobility and the global mixing of val-
ues and cultural influences. The most central concern should therefore be to 
promote dialogue and thus a better understanding of and empathy for others.  

In most post-communist countries the level of social participation is on a rela-
tively low level. This can be contributed to the burden of the special societal 
circumstances in the communist past. Activism was negatively influenced in 
several ways. The possibility to build free civic associations did not exist; volun-
teering lost its optional character and became more compulsory and controlled 
by the state. Interpersonal trust – as mentioned before – eroded massively and a 
lot of people reacted by withdrawing from public life. Religion, with its positive 
influence on social participation, became an important factor for civil society in 
post-communist countries.67 A recent study suggests a correlation between going 

                                                      

67 Voicu, 2013. 
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to church and social participation. But the issue is more complex than that. High 
individual church attendance has a positive influence on social participation in 
regions with low religiosity, while in regions with high religiosity, high individual 
church attendance has a negative effect on social participation.68 In other words, 
in highly secularized countries, social participation will decrease if the number of 
churchgoers subsides. At the same time, it should be noted that there are other 
factors influencing social participation much more strongly than church attend-
ance does. 

 

Figure 11: Share of organisations active in the fields of Culture, Religion or Art. 
(Source: see Figure 4) 

Faith in this context refers to religion and religious organisations, e.g. religious 
communities and networks, parish councils, small religious communities or 
church-based groups but not to churches themselves. There has been an ongoing 
debate about whether churches today can be counted as civil society agents or 
not.69 

One of the problems to deal with is the lack of a consensus concerning the defi-
nition of faith-based organizations.70 One quite open attempt to define them is 
the following: 

                                                      

68 Voicu / Tufis, 2013. 
69 Strachwitz 2007 / 2009 / 2014. 
70 De Vita 2010, p.651. 
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“Faith-based organizations […] are characterized by having one or more of the 
following: affiliation with a religious body; a mission statement with explicit ref-
erence to religious values; financial support from religious sources; and/or a 
governance structure where selection of board members or staff is based on 
religious beliefs or affiliation and/or decision-making processes based on reli-
gious values.”71 

A problem that results from this absence of a widely agreed upon definition is 
that it is difficult to find accumulated information. Figure 11 shows the organisa-
tions active in the field of culture, religion or art. But faith-based organisations 
might be active in almost every field of action, e.g. care or social services. There-
fore the figure can only be an indicator of the differences between the V4 coun-
tries. The lack of knowledge about this field is also related to the fact that in the 
study of civil society, religion has previously been largely excluded as a factor. 
Many thought leaders delimited religion not only from civil society but even 
presented it as contradictory. Civil society was considered a model of secular 
society.72 At the beginning of the 21st century, the enduring presence of religious 
groups and traditions within modern civil societies must be taken into account. 
There seems to be a new relation between the secular public sphere and the con-
tinuity of established and traditional religions. One task is to develop a stable 
relationship between these actors in modern, secular European states. But it 
must also be remembered that we are still in a phase of steady decrease of reli-
gion in Europe. The myth of the unbroken continuity of religion in the private 
sphere is not true for Europe, as a study has shown.73 

What can be stated about this topic in the V4 region is that there are big differ-
ences between the individual countries concerning the role of religion and 
churches in society. The present status of faith and religion in the various post-
communist countries cannot easily be compared.74 

Especially in Hungary and the Czech Republic, churches do not have a good 
reputation and membership is declining. In Hungary, most of the previously 
recognized religious communities were deregistered by legislative changes. These 
usually small communities need help to survive. Overall, the relationship be-
tween the state and the church plays an important role for the conditions in this 
area in the various countries.75 

                                                      

71 Ferris, 2005, p.312. 
72 Van Dam 2010, P.19. / Borutta 2005, p.37. 
73 Müller / Pollack 2008, p.177. 
74 Gabriel/Große-Kracht 2004, p.201. 
75 A comparative overview of the conditions in the various countries can be found in: Rob-
bers 2005. 
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In Poland, the Church has traditionally been a powerful institution. But it is very 
hierarchical; its networking with CSOs is poor. This is a significant weakness. A 
reform process to create more openness and participation opportunities must 
urgently be initiated here. Church-based CSOs are very active in social services. 
A survey from 1997 revealed that the amount of non-profit sector employment 
in the field of social services increased from 10.5% to 17.2% if church-based 
organisations were considered.76 

In Slovakia, a heated discussion has been ongoing for five years, between faith-
based and secular actors. At the same time, Christian CSOs have become more 
influential in public discourse and the church tries to keep the upper hand. A 
quantitative unpublished survey (by Ypsos Tambor Agency, 2010) about citizens’ 
trust in institutions revealed that only 19% trust the church as an institution. 
CSOs at 26% are not much better rated. These are quite low numbers compared 
to the rate of trust in friends, family or colleagues. But as mentioned earlier, 
there is a general low level of trust in institutions within society. It is therefore 
questionable if faith-based CSOs can build on the weakness of the church’s rep-
utation to become more influential in Slovak society. But there are slightly con-
tradictory statements in different surveys. For instance, a survey conducted in 
March 2001 by the FOCUS agency stated that a positive appreciation of NGO 
activities prevails among the general public. Most respected are CSOs working in 
the fields of health care, social services and education. Unpopular are those 
working in fields like democracy development. It could be that organizations that 
provide services are generally viewed more positively. Nevertheless, in contrast 
to traditional structures, new faith-based organisations are characterised by acting 
innovatively regarding their operational planning. They reach out to the citizens 
in other, more modern ways than does the church. Therefore, it has become 
difficult to establish a productive dialogue between different actors. 

General Comparison 

All of the exemplary fields of activity illustrate some of the challenges civil socie-
ty is currently facing in the V4. Now we want to take a look at a more general 
comparison of the V4 countries with respect to the single country reports. 

Over the past 25 years, a diverse civil society has been formed and developed in 
a similar manner in all four countries. Different conditions and path-
dependencies are the main reasons for the existing differences among the V4 as 
well as in comparison to other European countries. For instance, the potential 

                                                      

76 Juros, Andrzey et al. 2004. p.576. 
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for innovation is higher in the former communist countries. On the other hand, 
legitimacy and efficiency is weak in comparison to western democracies. As 
Szabo and Markus pointed out, the “experimental process” within the CSO 
landscape was and still is orientated towards the know-how of the longer-
standing western models. Investments of western countries in the form of US 
assistance and EU funding have contributed significantly to the development of 
civil society structures in the V4.  

What seems, however, to have remained behind is the cooperation between 
CSOs and their respective population. In the Czech Republic, a “legacy of mis-
trust” and a “legacy of nanny state” still prevails. This is a heritage of Com-
munism, which has survived to this day. However, the situation has improved 
after a turbulent first period of recovery in the late 90s. At that time, the sector 
celebrated first successes and increasingly gained public support. The V4’s civil 
society is still in transition. In Poland and Slovakia, the number of CSOs as well 
as their economic potential has risen constantly since the early nineties. Legal 
regulation influenced the growth of civil society, for example the Law on Civil 
Association which was adopted in Slovakia in 1990. But while the number of 
CSOs and the number of full-time employees in this sector has increased, mem-
bership in CSOs is decreasing. This development can be interpreted as a transi-
tion towards independence with an ongoing professionalisation of the sector.  

Grasping the role of CSOs and their relationship to the respective states and 
administrative authorities demands a certain understanding of politics. In the 
Czech Republic, for example, a public discourse about the role of CSOs had led 
to two completely different concepts. The first saw civil society as an exclusively 
private sphere of voluntary action, which had to be as independent as possible 
from government influences. The other concept saw the welfare state as a uni-
versal tool to encounter all social problems and in this logic CSOs are not im-
portant for the state. Even if the latter concept was finally not the operative ap-
proach used in the V4, it affected the status quo nonetheless. The battle between 
the two approaches led to a compromise in many areas of civil society policy. 
Compared to the situation during the Soviet Republic, the new governments’ 
attitude towards CSOs was largely affirmative after 1989.  

In the case of Hungary, initially a bottom-up approach has been touted to be the 
best strategy. However, the present system is characterised by a top-down ap-
proach. In addition, the party and government influence on civil society has 
highly increased. By losing the label of independence, distrust towards CSOs 
rose, and membership and civic engagement declined. In Slovakia, the im-
portance of close cooperation between the state and civil society is widely 
acknowledged, at least officially. However, the partnership is more formal than 
real. CSOs are not in fact perceived as relevant actors in the political process. 
The attitude towards civil society is respectful but only selectively supportive. 
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Likewise, a lack of partnership between CSOs and the state representatives on all 
levels needs to be lamented in Poland. Additionally, the multitude of formal 
requirements and legal regulations are obstacles for smaller organisations. Never-
theless, local governments have been the most important partners for CSOs in 
Poland for many years. Hence, it is not surprising that despite the freedom of 
expression criticism of political authorities is very limited. The relationship be-
tween civil society and relevant state institutions can be expanded in all coun-
tries. CSOs are only partially recognized as sovereign partners in solving social 
problems. States are still trying to abuse CSOs to provide cheaper services in-
stead of letting them participate in significant decision-making processes. 

The connection between civil society and the market is currently of great con-
cern. The European financial crisis pushes important goals and concerns of civil 
society out of focus. About half of the CSOs do not even see companies as po-
tential partners or sources of funding anyway. This is the case despite the still 
weak funding base for CSOs in the V4 countries. Only the case study on Poland 
reported an increase of the number of CSOs networking with the private sector, 
and this not only to receive funds. At the same time, financial stability and hu-
man resources are lacking, but urgently needed in order to overcome the hurdles 
of international funding applications procedures. In Slovakia, the ongoing under-
funding of CSOs has also had a massive impact on their institutional develop-
ment and capacity.  

Still the largest share of funding comes from local, regional or central govern-
ments. But for example in the Czech Republic, the biggest part of the public 
funding goes to the old and established organisations and not to the new change-
makers or grassroots organisations. The amount and importance of international 
funding reached a climax in the mid-90s. US and EU institutions introduced big 
subsidies to stabilize the young democratic regimes. They thereby influenced the 
behavior of the fund-seeking CSOs as they did not concentrate in the first place 
on the needs and goals they recognised but on the objectives they hoped would 
help to receive a share of the international public funds. In the case of Poland, 
this led to a so called NGO-isation of civil society. No longer had the problem 
perception of citizens determined the alignment of CSOs but a growing job ori-
entation. Merely a high number of CSOs does not guarantee a strong civil socie-
ty. It would be easy to say that this could not work out in the long run, especially 
when international subsidies are reduced. 

As mentioned before, path-dependencies are resonating to this day in every 
country. One problematic legacy of Communism is the widespread distrust in all 
kinds of institutions. Only the study of the Czech Republic mentioned a rise of 
trust since 2011. The other three reports state a rising distrust towards political 
institutions that led to distrust in organized civil society (Hungary), a general lack 
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of social trust (Poland) and a reserved attitude of the public towards the third 
sector (Slovakia) respectively.  

In conclusion, the development of civil society in the V4 countries was quite 
diverse. Depending on several factors, civil society had to overcome several hur-
dles before noticeable effects could be felt. The political concepts of changing 
governments and the strategies of international support programs as well as the 
individual social circumstances were no easy preconditions for the development 
of an efficient and vibrant civil society in a democratic system. But despite these 
obstacles, civil society played an important role in the development of the V4 
region. In Hungary – which has been no simple patch for CSOs recently – a 
vivid and transparent but not yet fully active civil society has arisen and the influ-
ence of the nonprofit sector has risen.  

The report about civil society in the Czech Republic reveals a lack of basics such 
as a good infrastructure, conceptual and strategic advocacy, evaluation and self-
regulation as well as accountability and better transparency. Beyond that, civil 
society has to find its role within the European context. 

Last but not least civil society in Slovakia has grown in numbers and diversity 
and social capital has also expanded. When researching the situation in Slovakia, 
however, the missing available data about civil society makes an accurate analysis 
nearly impossible. This is a major challenge in a lot of countries. In contrast, the 
Polish civil society is quite well researched. The third sector seems to be stabi-
lized in general but not rooted in its social context. That is why social problems 
of the past need to be addressed. The precondition for this would be greater 
financial independence of CSOs and a decline of historically strong family ties.  

There is a great number of interconnected difficulties and challenges for civil 
society featuring in all of the country reports: the weak sectorial identity, short-
comings in the professional management of CSOs, the inconsistent regulation of 
the third sector or problems of transparency, to name just a few. In combination, 
they result in limited opportunities for social participation in political and eco-
nomic decisions. But it must also be pointed out that these problems exist more 
or less in all the other EU countries as well. This does not improve the individual 
situation but given that the V4 countries have to deal with the same problems as 
other European countries the impression gained is that the impact of the old 
regimes is no longer in the foreground.  
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