Volunteering, partnerships, and ethical interventions
Tshikululu Social Investments was established in 1998, originally as part of the Anglo American Chairman’s Fund, though our institutional memory and records date back to 1974. Our focus today is on managing CSI programmes for a number of large corporates, such as Anglo American, De Beers, FirstRand and Discovery, and we now manage grants in the region of R350 million per annum.

Our service offering covers strategy development; the selection and review of possible beneficiaries; governance and financial oversight; research; monitoring and evaluation; and knowledge sharing.

Our key areas of specialisation are in education, health and social development – the last of which covers a range of sub-sectors including welfare, sustainable livelihoods, arts, culture and heritage.

We do not manage our clients’ employee volunteer programmes, as these are run in-house: in fact, only four of our 17 clients run employee volunteer programmes. However, we do look for synergies between CSI and employee volunteer programmes, and work together to share best practice. My work with NGOs over the past 20 years has helped me to understand the important role that volunteers can play in supporting NGOs, but also how harmful it can be, if done ineffectively.
But perhaps the discussion around volunteering in SA should start at the beginning, which takes us back 101 years to when an organisation such as Johannesburg Child Welfare was established, and was primarily run with the support of volunteers. And think about our political struggle in the early days and the advocacy and lobbying undertaken by volunteers then, as well as a growing number of South Africans who, in the 1950s, were cognisant of the huge inequalities in SA and established volunteer programmes operating in townships and rural South Africa. All of this has led to a vibrant NGO sector in SA. And it is this that employee volunteer programmes seek to support.
From my own experience I can say that many donors are asking questions about how we can leverage limited resources through initiatives such as building effective partnerships and capacity-building programmes. 
Sometimes capacity building is wrongfully perceived as a ‘cheaper option’ to providing funding, and one that can be accomplished by the growing number of corporate volunteers wanting to make a difference in their local communities. I would argue that capacity building is far more complex and requires careful consideration by donors and NGOs in terms of what we mean to achieve.
There are many ways in which capacity building can be defined. For me the essence of capacity building refers to ‘actions that improve or enhance effectiveness and support the achievement of mission and strategic objectives’. It is similar to concepts used in the corporate or for-profit sectors, such as organisational development, organisational effectiveness, and/or organisational performance management. However, far too often when we think of these concepts in the development sector we think of quick fixes to often complex problems.
Enhancing sustainability should be the key focus of any capacity-building activity. There is often confusion, especially from donors, as to what this means. In some cases, donors merely expect capacity building to result in a NGO’s ability to raise its own income and become self-sustaining. However, the vast majority of NGOs will not be able to achieve this goal. For these, sustainability means ‘the ability to consistently, continuously and efficiently raise, manage and deploy funds in order to implement programmes effectively and achieve set goals which will ultimately benefit communities in which they operate’.
If capacity-building is done well, it can be an extremely worthwhile investment that can have significant long-term impact, both on specific organisations and, through them, specific social problems. Strong implementation of programmes is not enough to bring about lasting change – great programmes need great organisations behind them.

However, if capacity-building is done poorly or haphazardly, it can be a waste of time, energy, and money, and damaging to both organisations and communities. It can be especially damaging if unqualified or inexperienced people are brought in for short periods of time to ‘capacitate’ people and organisations.
So, when employee volunteer programmes look to partner with NGOs, it is important to always start with a thorough assessment to determine the needs, desires and skills-potential of a given organisation. Top-down ‘training for training’s sake’ initiatives rarely succeed. 

An example of this would be to provide corporate management expertise to run financial management programmes for NGOs. In itself this can add value; however, funding for capacity-building should complement, and not replace, programmatic funding. Capacity building should supplement a donors existing, and preferably long-term, funding partnerships to ensure financial support throughout the capacity-building continuum (which spans assessment, consultation, training, technical assistance, and mentorship).
Building the capacity of any organisation takes time and there are no silver bullets. 

It must be driven by proactive, dedicated leadership, and supported by committed and involved management within the NGO sector. It cannot be imposed by donors or employee volunteers in thrall to the flavour-of-the-month funding jargon.
I’d also like to talk about some ideas that I have about the role of ethics in funding and employee volunteer programmes.

1. It is easy for a donor to fall into the trap of assuming a demigod-like role. It is flattering when we are described as the people with the cheque book or the man who manages the bank account. But we need always to remember that we are employed to manage shareholder or corporate moneys. It is not our own and we need to ensure that it is invested wisely.

2. We shouldn’t make promises we can’t keep, or create false expectations about potential funding. Also, we need to avoid been pressurised by an organisation to create expectations. I am sure we have all been in a situation where an organisation presses you to give some indication of the probability of their application been successful. As tempting as it is to be the good guy and predict the outcome, it is far fairer to be upfront about who ultimately makes the decision, explaining that this is a competitive space, and that we are unable to give any initial guarantees.

3. We need to avoid being caught up in the politics of funding a specific cause, especially if there is undue pressure from our company or the community concerned. Simply approving funding because of political pressure or because of the involvement of a government minister will more often than not lead to a wasted investment with little social return. I can recall numerous such examples and in all instances the project is left worse off than before the funding was approved.

4. Paying attention to detail is more worthwhile than getting caught up in glossy proposals or smooth talking. Spend time studying the contents of the report, ask if something is not clear, and don’t get baffled by development jargon. It is far better to ask all the tough questions upfront than to leave it to chance and only discover once funding is approved that there are problems.

5. We dare not be arrogant and assume we have all the answers. We need not only to listen to what social change champions are sharing with us, but also refine the quality of our listening. How we listen is critical to how we understand and comprehend. Organisations have to share their experiences of what works and doesn’t work, and, just as importantly, what their dreams and aspirations for the future are. Their on-the-ground knowledge often doesn’t fit any neat preconceptions we may have. What is real and possible in one place may not be replicable in another.

6. So in a sense we probably need to do less of the ‘driving’ and opt for more of the ‘partnering’, difficult and frustrating as this sometimes is. Developing partnerships takes time and effort. As with any relationship, it needs to deepen over time and be mutually beneficial. It should not be based on hierarchy or on dictating, but rather on a mutual appreciation and respect for each other’s needs and aspirations, and on reality. It requires engagement beyond the paper work that hits our desk. And some relationships are more intense than others; some more long-lasting; and some disappointing. In this area, details such as carefully worked out, but nuanced and flexible, stakeholder engagement plans and processes can be helpful, although they can never be the whole answer. 
7. As with any partnership, it’s easy to get caught in a comfort zone, especially with long-term partners. It is tempting to stick with what we know best and to stop asking the difficult questions. But for partnerships to flourish we need to constantly engage and seek to build and strengthen. 

And the impact of this work should often not be exclusively measured by straight number-crunching, but by qualitative data as well. If, following intensive engagement and due process, we determine that impact is not being achieved and that the project no longer holds its own in the competition for resources, then we need to exit in a responsible manner.

8. As leaders, our decision-making needs to be guided by wisdom and objectivity and not by personal agendas. We must be sensitive to the limitations imposed by our various upbringings on how we perceive others and all social situations. Objectivity implies fairness, and being fair means understanding the implications of our decisions. We need to consider cause and effect in the deepest sense, and unpack what this means at the core of development. And we shouldn’t be misled by sentimentality. Lamenting over pictures of orphaned or destitute children should not be the basis of our decision making, but rather an important realisation of the harsh realities that do exist. What is far more important is the response to these harsh realities and how ordinary folk respond to these challenges. It is in the stories of humanity’s victories and brave ‘muddle through’ that we find the way to true partnerships that can work. 

9. And finally, we should strive to engage with our beneficiary partners with care, respect and with integrity. The commitment to ‘treat others as you wish to be treated’ holds true in any setting, including that of the donor-recipient relationship. 

Finally, what employee volunteer programmes need to guard against is:

· Responding to personal needs of the volunteer and not the broader community needs
· Adopting an ‘ag shame’ approach, which is purely based on sentimentality

· Once-off volunteer actions, such as planting veggie gardens or painting schools, without providing ongoing support or capacity building

· Look at me philanthropy – which is all about the photo opportunity and not the long-term sustainability of interventions, and
· A lack of accountability and clear reporting by volunteers
Volunteering is an essential component of our social interventions, and, if done properly, can meaningfully build the capacity of organisations and lead to real partnerships. 
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