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chapter 1

Introduction: A problem 
looking for a solution

This book focuses on the empirical phenomenon of organizational 
development in civil society. It seems that organizational develop­
ment is introduced as a magical bullet to solve numerous problems 
in civil society. More and better organizing will not only improve 
project and organizational performance, it is believed, but will also 
promote desirable qualities inherent in civil society and therefore 
the development of ‘the good society’. However, could the rational 
and technical instrument of organizational development fulfill 
such expectations without endangering the primary functions of 
civil society?

Evelia Ramirez took a sip from her coffee and said: “Organizational 
development is a solution looking for a problem.”1 We were at Casa 
del Café in Los Robles, Managua; a coffee place in which a café 
latte cost more than the average Nicaraguan made a day. Evelia, 
a charismatic Nicaraguan with a revolutionary past, had worked 
with civil society organizations from other countries even before 
the day dictator Somoza was overthrown. I had specifically asked 
for her opinions on the empirical phenomenon of organizational 
development of civil society organizations. While sipping her 
ordinary, but in the context excessively expensive coffee, Evelia 
argued that although organizational development did not originate 
from a specific problem, it was being offered — and applied — as a 
generic solution to nearly each and every kind of problem facing 

1	 Ramirez, 2008. Fictitious name to protect the informant.
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civil society organizations in Nicaragua. From the perspective of 
Nicaraguan organizations, “organizational development is also a 
flexible funding opportunity,” she commented, even “more flexible 
than delivering services to the community.”2

This particular, yet noteworthy and problematic, point of view 
of the empirical phenomenon of organizational development 
raises a number of questions. What is meant by the phenomenon 
of organizational development in the empirical context of civil 
society organizations? Why is organizational development being 
promoted? How is the phenomenon being used by different actors 
and organizations? In addition, how can we interpret statements 
that organizational development is a solution looking for a prob­
lem or that it is also a flexible funding opportunity? From a rational 
perspective, the particular accounts of organizational development 
as presented by Evelia seem to almost overturn the world of orga­
nizing.

Generating more questions than 
answers — a pilot study
The types of statements and objections to the empirical phenom­
enon of organizational development of civil society organizations 
voiced above were not novel to me at the time of the interview. 
For the purpose of gathering empirical material for this text, I 
had spent nearly a year in Nicaragua during 2008. Before that, 
however, I had also had the opportunity to carry out a preliminary 
study of the phenomenon of organizational development in col­
laboration between Swedish and Costa Rican organizations during 
a shorter period in Sweden and a brief visit to San José and Costa 
Rica in 2006. 

I had stumbled upon the fact that, since the mid 1990s, govern­
ment officials and practitioners had explicitly come to focus on 
the role of the phenomenon of organizational development in 
directly building up and strengthening a vibrant and democratic 
civil society. Even though organizational development, in what 
seemed a long time to me and others, appeared to have been a tacit 

2	 Ibid.
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part of projects of development — pursued in partnership by civil 
society organizations across societal and geographical borders — it 
was argued that it was not until the mid 1990s that organizational 
development was first made explicit. It was made explicit in policies, 
training seminars, handbooks, and projects, at approximately the 
same time as objectives were being formalized for the support of 
civil societies and civil society organizations. I was therefore offered 
the opportunity to study this phenomenon in some detail and 
decided to travel to Costa Rica to explore the issue in greater detail.

However, in accordance with the statements made by Evelia, 
interviews carried out with government officials, and practitioners 
in Sweden and Costa Rica, the indication seemed to be that there 
was an ambiguity as to what the phenomenon of organizational 
development was and should be, and how it best should be brought 
about. Moreover, various models for organizational development, 
such as the Swedish Mission Council’s Network and Sida’s Octagon, 
were being promoted. Ideas and influences on organizational devel­
opment could also be traced to policy organizations in Great Britain 
and South Africa. Uncertainty persisted as to whether organiza­
tional development should be considered as a development goal, a 
method to reach other goals, or an analytical concept, among other 
things. Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, there seemed to 
be not only a disparity but also a disconnection between ideas and 
implementation of organizational development in practice.

The ambiguity of the phenomenon of organizational develop­
ment, along with the increased focus and the introduction of formal 
methods, made me formulate several questions of a more analytical 
nature: Which ideas influenced the content and function of orga­
nizational development in the setting of civil society? Would it be 
possible to identify influences from Swedish organizational ideas, 
such as the popular mass movement tradition? To what degree was 
it possible to implement these ideas in organizational development 
projects in other countries and geographical areas? What were the 
effects of these ideas on primarily the development of civil society 
organizations? The combination of the findings from the prelimi­
nary study in Costa Rica as well as the particular statements made 
by Evelia seemed to plead for more detailed studies and elaborated 
interpretations.



191. introduction...

The official rationale for organizational development
One way to begin answering questions such as the ones posed by 
the statements made by Evelia in the introduction to this text, as 
well as by the pilot study, could be by introducing what could be 
labeled as the official, policy view of and rationale for organiza­
tional development. The beginning of this text and its particular 
view of organizational development, I would argue, do not provide 
the ultimate answer to the questions. Rather, this opening serves 
to quickly introduce one, particular, and admittedly significant 
perspective on the issue at hand. As such, it also represents a highly 
problematic point of view — full of dilemmas and unanswered 
questions — thereby serving as a motivating force for the thesis. 
Throughout this short introduction, questions will thus be raised 
and dilemmas highlighted regarding the phenomenon, setting the 
stage for following sections of a more analytical nature, and for 
presenting the main objective of this thesis.

Civil society as a vital component of the good society

In order to present the official point of view of organizational 
development of civil society organizations, I believe that it firstly 
needs to be situated within the perspective of how these external 
agents perceive the concept of civil society. Accordingly, among 
a specific set of policy actors there seems today to be an almost 
“universal consensus that civil society is a vital component of a 
good society” and that “the stronger and more developed it is”, the 
better for all.3 Even though these actors agree that it is difficult to 
permanently define the term civil society, they oftentimes uphold 
minor variations of a singular, popular, and persistent definition; 
a definition that could be essentially summarized as civil society 
being an arena between the market and the public sphere, popu­
lated by mainly formal organizations of a certain kind.4 The defini­
tion promoted by the development state agency of Sweden could 
serve as an illustration here:

3	 Parekh, 2004: 15.
4	 For example Sida, 2004.
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For [the Swedish state], civil society is an arena, separate from the state, 

the market, and the individual household, in which people organise 

themselves and act together to promote their common interests.5

Even though the Swedish state has a multifaceted view of civil 
society, which includes the notion that it is neither good nor bad, 
and therefore that not all civil society organizations should be 
supported by state funding; civil society is nevertheless deemed to 
have importance for “economic growth and poverty reduction”, 
“democracy”, “preventing armed conflicts and building peace”, 
and “as a global arena”.6 In other words, it could be argued that 
from the official, policy view, civil society is believed to be the ori­
gin of a considerable number of impressive things, including social 
capital, democracy, welfare, and societal avantgardism. Hence, 
if countries seek to achieve similar development as the Western 
world (supposedly vibrant, free, democratic, economically strong, 
among other things), the logic seems to be that they need to foster 
stronger and more developed civil societies.7 Institutions, mainly 
seemingly well-meaning international agencies, therefore devote 
resources and money to promote the development of civil societies 
in various ways.8

Interestingly, even though this perspective on the role of civil 
society seems quite established, and at times is taken for granted 
by specific actors, it appears to me to be a rather recent perspec­
tive.9 Granted, civil society has arguably always been part of, 
sometimes instrumental in, and even a prerequisite for a change 
in society overall. As such, it has received support from external 
as well as internal sources for particular projects of change.10 
This being said, I would argue that it is not until recently that 
this function of civil society has officially been acknowledged, 
policies have been developed, and resources made available for 

5	 Ibid.: 9.
6	 Ibid.: 11 pp.
7	 See for example Sampson, 1996.
8	 The promotion of civil society has been described as a benevolent colonialism, 

see for example Sampson, 2002. In the words of the author: “We are trying to 
export and implant our own system because we believe it is the best. And then, 
presumably, we will ‘exit’” (Sampson, 2002: 38).

9	 See for example Lewis, 2010, Odin, 2006, Stillhof Sörensen, 2009.
10	 For example Lewis, 2008, Odin, 2006.
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the promotion of civil society in general as opposed to specific, 
particular projects within particular civil societies.11 Civil society 
and its organizations have, in other words, been discovered dur­
ing the last two decades as flexible, creative non-state actors, with 
an assumed range of comparative advantages over government 
agencies.12

What is more, not everyone seems to agree on the importance 
of civil society for society in general. As it appears, only a limited 
set of governments and policy actors around the world, powerful 
and resourceful as they may be, share and promote this perspec­
tive. In sharp contrast, most policy actors, be it in the form of gov­
ernments or international institutions such as the multi-faceted 
World Bank, do generally in fact consider civil society in a much 
more negative sense, and try at times to counter it to every degree 
possible.

Positioning civil society as a promotable and vital component 
of a good society assumes that external forces have a role in doing 
so, and that these exercises should target the primary functions of 
civil societies — whatever they may be. Moreover, it depends to a 
great extent on how the concept of civil society is defined and inter­
preted, and if it is possible to talk about one, singular civil society 
across geographical and cultural borders. Before addressing these 
concerns from a more analytical perspective, I would like to also 
outline in the following a short introduction to the phenomenon of 
organizational development. This is to again reiterate the motivat­
ing force of the thesis as well as being for the benefit of the reader. 
Similar to the introduction to the concept of civil society, this 
introduction of the phenomenon of organizational development of 
civil society organizations is described from a more official, supply 
driven policy perspective.

11	 Stilhoff Sörensen, 2006.
12	 Lewis, 2010




