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Foreword
social and environmental conditions of our time,
some of which may result from damaging business
practices or even misguided government policies.
While learning about the nature and complexity of
these conditions and their causes, students also get
to learn about leading and organising for impact
and change from NPOs and their leaders, staff and
volunteers.

Why will a business school make student
engagement with non-profit organisations (NPOs)
part of its formal MBA curriculum?
Part of the answer may lie in the fact that social
impact has become part of the educational currency
for universities and business schools worldwide.
Student engagement with NPOs may therefore
provide some evidence of awareness and care about
societal challenges and needs. Such involvement
may indeed provide precious learning experiences
to students as well.

This report captures what more than 200 of USB’s
MBA students have learned from engaging with
NPOs and their leaders during the course of 2018.
Our students were instructed to refrain from a
consultative stance. They were encouraged to
learn as much as they could from NPOs and their
leaders and to reflect upon and internalise what
they have learned about responsible leadership and
societal stewardship from a personal and career
development perspective.

At USB we also view the question from two
additional vantage points. Firstly we believe that
NPOs are - together with business and government
- essential stakeholders in society’s well-being. As
the world’s sustainable development challenges
will intensify in severity and complexity in the years
to come, the role that NPOs play in society will
increase in importance. NPOs, therefore, represent a
societal sector with unique management education
and leadership development needs that a business
school should be able to address.

In publishing this report we hope that it will serve as
an expression of what we believe about our societal
role as a business school. For us, social impact is
about creating hope for people and advancing
change for a flourishing world. This emanates
from our teaching, learning, and research as we
all together strive to be responsible leaders who
work with others to enhance quality of life, create
a spirit of generosity, and work for a fair and
just society.

Secondly, we believe that our students can learn
from NPOs and their leaders what they will not
easily learn from other types of organisations and
leaders. From engaging with NPOs students may
come face to face with people and communities
who suffer the consequences of the economic,
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Executive summary
This report presents the outcomes and observations
of USB MBA students who engaged with leaders
in the non-profit sector through USB’s Social
Engagement Project (SEP). The process involved
students participating in a practice-based,
service-learning project and submitting a written
report. Data was gathered and analysed from 201

students’ written SEP reports. Four overarching
themes – Planning for the Future, Collaborating for
Sustainability, Self-Sufficiency and Public Relations
– emerged from the data. The themes captured
17 categories of student observations and insights
for consideration by non-profit leaders and their
organisations to address organisational efficiency
and sustainability.

Introduction
USB expresses its gratitude to all participants and
students for their continued contribution to the
development of the NPO sector. This engagement
helped to provide valuable learning experiences to
our students. In particular, we would like to express
our gratitude toward the NPO leaders who have
availed themselves and who took our students
into their confidence, shared their experiences and
helped to create a positive learning outcome for
the students. This report therefore offers NPO sector
leaders insight based on the students’ findings
over one year. The students’ experiences from this
involvement and the impact of this on their learning
can be described as eye-opening, motivating and
transformational. The quote below captures the
majority of students’ experiences.

The University of Stellenbosch Business School (USB)
aims to develop responsible leaders and stewards
of society. Exposing our students to non-profit
organisations (NPOs) and their leadership is one
of the ways in which we endeavour to reach this
learning objective.
During 2018, a total of 201 USB MBA students
committed themselves to the task. We provided
them with a set of instructions on how to find and
engage with the NPOs of their choice and to write
up there observations and personal reflections in
essays. This report has been compiled to provide
feedback to the participating NPOs describing the
insights that the students have come to.

“This opened my eyes to what these directors and
volunteers go through for assistance, and I started
to realise it is a very special breed of person that finds
the motivation to keep on fighting and making a
difference in the world, no matter how small. ”
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“These special people have
taught me that the problems
of the world will not be fixed
by ignoring them, but rather
to stand up and face them.”
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Project overview
The project is practice-based and forms an essential
part of the Business in Society Module’s curriculum
on the USB MBA. The students were guided to
refrain from giving advice, but to take a learning
stance. While getting to know their NPO of choice
was important, engaging at a governance level with
the leadership was mandatory. Students gathered
information through interviews, observations and,
where possible, the attendance of board meetings.

The project concluded with a written assignment.
Qualitative analysis software (QAS) Atlas.ti was
used to extract the desired information from the
assignments, code it and perform a thematic
analysis on the collected data. The outcomes
of the thematic analysis are presented as four
themes emerging from the student interviews
and observations.

Outcomes
The students recognised various challenges
prevalent in the social sector. These included access
to information, financial constraints, the absence of
public and private sector partners in key areas, staff
motivation, volunteer commitment, skills acquisition

and transfer, and functioning within a resourceconstrained environment. The findings that follow
are presented as four themes, namely Planning for
the Future, Collaborating for Sustainability, SelfSufficiency and Public Relations.

Table 1: Unpacking the four NPO leadership engagement themes based
on data from 201 USB MBA students’ Social Engagement Project reports

Planning for
the Future
Strategic planning
Alignment with the
Sustainable Development
Goals

Collaborating
for
Sustainability

Self-Sufficiency

Public
Relations

Collaborative private
sector partnerships

Funding

Organisational
identity

Embracing opportunity

Information sharing

Code of conduct

Leveraging resources

Enhancing
competitiveness

Leveraging status

Donor recognition

Diversifying service
approach
Expanding and replicating
services replicating services
Staff development
Monitoring and evaluation
ICT advancement
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Planning for the Future
This theme describes the students’ observations and
insights in terms of the need for NPOs to have longterm strategic plans in place, align their programmes
for impact, create diversity in service offerings,
expand their programmes to move beyond

traditional boundaries and services, develop
their staff, keep up to date with technology, and
understand the importance of monitoring and
evaluation.

Strategic planning
Students observed the need for future planning as a major area of improvement in NPOs. Where a lack of strategic
intent was witnessed, NPOs were perceived as compromising their efficiency and lacking the ability to capitalise
on interest from donors and funders. Planning was crucial to address this aspect of organisational sustainability.
Key insights suggest planning should be aimed at:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Addressing issues of support and development, including SMART goals
Addressing organisational renewal and relevance
Recruiting younger employees
Conveying direction, focusing on detail and indicating meaningful impact
Identifying and including long-term action steps related to organisational objectives
Being imaginative and flexible for application
Including their beneficiaries in service delivery
Introducing internal and external impact review mechanisms
Aligning strategies with government’s intent where dependent on government funding
Adopting proper accounting principles to meet minimum compliance standards
Knowing how to manage conflict among stakeholders.

focus and to ensure continuity in the event that
project originators are succeeded; mitigating risk
by ensuring ethical considerations as part of their
strategy.

The students identified NPO leaders as playing a
crucial role in shaping a coherent strategic agenda
for the management and promotion of best practice
initiatives in their sectors. Other insights from the
students suggest that in addressing strategic plans,
management should meet regularly to identify gaps
in service delivery and maintain alignment with
the mission and vision; plan for future challenges
and address market needs and demands; include
performance targets aimed at achieving objectives
in support of the SDGs; address the monetising of
services; integrate stakeholders’ common goals,
and detail funding models and initiatives. The
students also described the benefits that could
accrue through freeing up leadership to attend to
critical aspects of the organisation by implementing
standard operating procedures; documenting
the criteria for project delivery to provide better

The students also concluded that, strategically,
the membership of NPO boards should reflect the
demographics of South Africa. The demographic
representation was linked to leveraging funding
opportunities and satisfying corporate scorecard
approaches. Finally, a concern for the students was
the importance of succession planning to address
changes in leadership, especially the replacement
of CEOs who, according to the students, housed
most of the institutional knowledge and experience
in leading the organisation. The following quote
supports this:
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“Currently, ABDF has no documented strategy except
raising funds and deploying them where they see the most
urgent need. It is therefore recommended that the board of
directors strategise with the aid of the SDGs as published
and derive a strategy as to what it is the organisation aims
to have an impact on, broken up into short, medium and
long-term goals. The ultimate aim of this is to provide
better focus and ensure succession once the founders are
no longer involved in the organisation.”

Alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
The students considered that alignment with the SDGs could result in improved performance and recognition for
NPOs. The SDGs offer organisations an internationally recognised framework within which they can identify and
structure their activities when addressing broader societal issues. Key insights suggest that creating a visible link to
the SDGs could:
•
•
•
•
•

Improve communication with businesses that have increasingly aligned with the SDGs
Provide context for international collaborators and funders seeking partnerships
Create opportunities for local partnerships and collaborations along commonly identified goals
Communicate organisational progress in simplified language to stakeholders
Be used as a means of assessing the impact of an organisation’s activities.

The following student quote speaks to this:

“There is no visible link between the wonderful work
conducted by ZZ and the contribution towards the
SDGs. This view is critical given that an ever-increasing
number of businesses are identifying with the SDGs in
their CRS programmes. This contextualisation could be
helpful for the UK and USA boards to secure donations
from abroad.”
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Diversifying service approach
Most of the students acknowledged the need for NPOs to move beyond charitable and philanthropic approaches
to achieve self-sufficiency. The need to diversify services, products or training programmes was identified as
a means to attract donor funding. With the increased focus on social impact by the public and private sectors
the shift towards social entrepreneurship and social innovation was viewed as a means to remain relevant. Key
student insights suggest that in considering diversifying services NPOs must:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ensure scalability of programmes
Seek to develop a continuum or tiered level of services (include pre and post consultations)
Monetise services in a way that does not detract from the delivery of the mission and vision
Embrace elements of profitability
Remain flexible and adaptable in their approach
Empower beneficiaries to become ambassadors that deliver similar services where possible
Adapt services and skills to offer donors or funders the option to utilise NPOs as service providers.

The following student quote encapsulates this:

“Private companies need to move away from purely being
profit-driven organisations to organisations that collaborate
and learn from non-profit organisations in order for them to
survive and retain their customer base. On the other side of
the spectrum, NPOs are also being forced to become more
profitable if they’re to survive and continue doing good work
for society. Hence the future for private companies, NPOs,
it’s in the social entrepreneurship space.”
Expanding and replicating services
Most of the students considered the NPOs’ work as invaluable and worthy of replication. The students felt that
many NPOs’ expansion was justified based on the value created in society, and the ethical and moral responsibility
to ensure assistance to those in need. Scope expansion and scalability were seen in conjunction with the
opportunity to cross over into new target markets and geographical areas. Key insights into expansion and
replication included:
•
•
•
•
•

Improving the status of the NPO when recognised as contributing to an inclusion agenda within society
Empowering the next generation to manage NPOs
Using expansion as an opportunity to move to where communities can access services more readily
Stimulating growth within the organisation and strengthening stakeholder relations
Attracting a broader demographic where greater diversity can stimulate the need to enhance services and
increase visibility within society.
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Where expansion was considered an important
factor for sustainability, the students cautioned
that the environment had to be analysed for its
suitability, that the necessary human resources and
infrastructure had to be available, and that processes

and roles required formalising. Finally, to strengthen
stakeholder relations the need to define, measure
and control the impact of expansion was identified
as critical to its successful implementation.

The student comment below confirms the need to look at the replication
model of NPOs:

“It is recommended that the model that they have
needs to be replicated in other areas in the country
... for them to really implement systemic change in
South Africa. They need to expand. Expansion will
increase their footprint as well as add value to their
business model.”
Staff development
Staff development seems to be something often overlooked by NPOs. The students reported that in organisations
with staff development plans, staff members benefitted from improved self-worth and skills empowerment. Key
insights suggest that staff development should ensure the following:
• Identifying staff development opportunities, including increased responsibility to drive initiatives
• Using clear communication channels to allow for regular feedback from staff in order to build on staff
competencies and influence the organisational culture
• Keeping staff informed and reinforcing the importance of optimising their contribution to the organisation
• Ensuring that appropriate staff members are recruited with the appropriate knowledge, skills, experience and
diversity, and that they are remunerated competitively in accordance with King IV
• Rotating employees across and between service areas where funded training cannot occur
• Strengthening management capacity through upskilling in specific management courses
• Diffusing responsibility through the organisation by assigning targeted areas to specific people
• Improving staff understanding of policies and procedures to reduce the responsibilities placed on managers.

board members and volunteers also need to be
capacitated, and that their development should
be viewed in conjunction with staff as strategic
partners. The following student comment alludes
to this:

The students also identified that staff members were
often excluded from critical aspects like finances.
In addition, including staff in conversations about
succession planning well in advance would limit
staff anxiety and ensure continuity where change
occurred. Moreover, the students recognised that
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“The next steps is to build on this ethos and ensure that
communication channels are established that allow for
feedback and continuous improvement. Staff need to feel
that there are opportunities for them to develop as well as
feel that they are making a difference in society.”
Monitoring and evaluation
Research data on performance was considered crucial for the development, planning and provision of future
services. The students encouraged NPOs to elicit feedback from service users and the broader community as
a means of monitoring and evaluating their impact. The students’ insights suggest NPOs should develop the
capacity to:
• Set measurable goals aligned with the vision and objectives of the organisation in order to identify success
factors
• Develop performance measurements linked to the SDGs and quantify impact
• Embrace internal and external measures of success and reporting that allowed stakeholders to assess
organisational performance
• Inform resource allocation based on where the greatest impact potential occurs.
The students also considered practical suggestions like including suggestion boxes and surveys to gain further
insight into staff views on organisational performance and growth opportunities, and the use of internally agreed
key performance areas (KPIs) as a means to boost morale through illustrating joint efforts and success. The student
comment below highlights this:

“In order to have progress, XYZ can measure its
performance using structured ways of hearing from
local people and partners about things like changes in
outcomes they value, and how well they have contributed
to that change over time.”
ICT advancement
Technology facilitates and enhances communication, and the students felt that NPOs needed to plan and stay
abreast of the rapidly evolving ICT landscape. The students observed the need for organisations to be more
adaptable and seek innovative ways to partner with stakeholders to improve their infrastructure. The students
also acknowledged that within the NPO environment technology introduces additional elements of complexity
specifically related to challenges in communication where messages might not be received by the intended
recipients and/or might be misinterpreted. Key insights from the students included:
•
•
•
•
•

Using proper hardware and software to ensure responsiveness to all stakeholders
Ensuring proper protocols for the use of equipment to safeguard the organisation’s information
Migrating to cloud-based platforms to store information to ensure it is readily accessible
Training staff to develop these competencies is essential to success
Investing in portable technology to allow staff to meet clients where they require services.

[ 11 ]

Collaboration for Sustainability
Along with funding, the need to generate
collaborative partnerships across sectors was
identified as a major contributor towards
sustainability. The theme describes the students’
observations of the need to generate collaborative
partnerships with the private sector and the

potential opportunities that arise from these
partnerships to improve organisational status
and develop staff. The students observed that
in successful collaborations the returns to all
collaborators were optimised, improving the quality
and impact of service delivery.

Collaborative private sector partnerships
The students explained that collaboration increased the visibility of the NPOs, and that through collaborative
partnerships, NPOs experienced improved recruitment of new partners and funding. For private sector partners,
the collaboration resulted in enhanced reputational status. Key insights suggest that partnerships lead to:
• Improving the status and recognition of the NPO by virtue of its association with a reputable for-profit
institution
• Considering collaboration as a means to embed NPOs in a corporate ecosystem, improve efficiency and create
effective support through an entire value chain
• NPOs often identifying and adopting principles and management techniques encountered through the
collaboration
• NPO leaders gaining access to key decision makers and improving collaborative links between partners
• Improving private sector partners’ brand equity and, in turn, generating goodwill for the NPO
• Enhancing cultural integration through exposure to different cultural experiences across organisations
• Exchanging information, skills, expertise and experience, and sharing knowledge.

Embracing opportunity
Collaborating provides NPOs with the opportunity to come together and close gaps on a service delivery
continuum. The students acknowledged that collaboration was effective in spreading workload provided
collaborator roles were clearly defined and minds shifted away from a purely philanthropic outlook. Significantly,
the students viewed this as a key way to address the SDGs. Key insights regarding opportunities that arose
through collaboration included the following:
• NPOs utilised opportunities to actively influence policy development when in partnership with
for-profit organisations.
• Alignment with corporate goals or KPIs increased the likelihood of exposure to opportunities for
further synergies.
• NPOs capitalised on corporate stakeholders as extended marketing partners, as fundraising can be
intensive and resource depleting.
• NPOs improved their development capacity when they collaborated with tertiary institutions for research
and development.
• NPOs used the opportunity to create new leads for staff and clients to broaden their employment and
social networks through collaboration.
• NPOs sought international collaboration to expose staff to alternate ways of managing NPOs.
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Although the students’ views were predominantly
positive they identified the shared risk and
investment in resources that needed to be
considered for collaborative efforts. Overall, the

students were convinced that failure to collaborate
would lead to NPOs not being able to fulfil their
mission and vision over time. The following quotes
supports this:

“ABCXYZ should consider engaging with other NGOs …
to put pressure on government to make policy changes
that will affect children in South Africa. As a collective,
they are much more powerful than if they work in silos as
individual NGOs.”

There are key benefits that can be achieved through
collaboration across both private and public
organisations. The private sector can provide the
expertise and experience of their fields while … the
public sector often is closer to the community and
can thus ensure that the private sector focuses on
the key issues in the community.
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Self-sufficiency
impact that funding, sharing information and
leveraging both resources and organisational status
can have on the organisations’ overall sustainability.

Strategic planning and collaboration are closely
linked to the financial sustainability of NPOs. The
theme describes the students’ observations of the

Funding
The students identified the greatest risk to organisations’ sustainability as overreliance on government funding.
Funding was critical to ensure proper planning and implementation, and the students viewed this is important
for meeting donor objectives. The students believed that NPOs should have refined policies in place to spend
funding as well as to determine where funding is sourced from. Key insights suggest that:
• NPOs were encouraged to seek funding from varied sources in different funding pools and particularly
long-term funding.
• NPO operating models are costly, and if resourced by government it is best to approach multiple departments
where there are synergies.
• NPOs need improved efficiencies to optimise financial resources.
• Alternate revenue streams must be cultivated to enhance self-sufficiency (developing social
entrepreneurship initiatives, expanding membership categories, selling products and services
and utilising crowd-funding platforms).
• NPOs need to develop mechanisms to follow up on prospective donors as financial contributions are
often overlooked by NPOs.
• The recruitment of community members will create a closer connection to the cause and potentially
attract more funders.
• NPOs should see fundraising as a strategic imperative and at times invest in developing their fundraising
capacity even before funding is guaranteed. This forward investment should be considered at a board level first.

board level to direct funding initiatives and the
need to attract younger generations of donors
while potentially outsourcing fundraising activities.
One of the students commented as follows:

While many positives were identified, the
students cautiously expressed reservations about
government’s declining pool of funds due to the
economic climate, the competence required at

“Funding is always an issue, but if they increase their
footprint they can increase their funding pool.”
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Information sharing
According to the students, sharing impact statistics and quantifying success in ways that funders can relate to
was key to improve stakeholder relations and feedback. The students believed that ensuring information was
accessible to the broadest audience, and in an equal fashion, contributed to the perceived authenticity of an
NPO’s operations and helped to attract and retain donor funding. At the heart of improving stakeholder relations
was establishing what information was necessary, and addressing varying expectations through different
mediums and levels of communication. Key student insights for information sharing suggest that:
• Sector knowledge is specialised and can be leveraged to determine industry standards and generate dialogue
among stakeholders.
• Creating platforms for knowledge sharing and detailing services could improve prospects for collaboration and
reduce duplication of services resulting in reduced costs.
• A variety of mediums was necessary to have the broadest impact, and campaigns should aim to be transparent
to enhance legitimacy.
• Developing streamlined reporting mechanisms that reduced the workload for corporates and other funders
improved relations, particularly as funders are required to account for their spend.
• Sharing knowledge and information resides within the considerations of good corporate governance and is
critical in holding oneself to account.

The students also identified that different methods
of sharing information will probably be useful
in different contexts, ranging from participatory
tools and annual review meetings to complaints

mechanisms. The level of dialogue achieved can
be assessed using feedback. Particular efforts are
probably needed to work with the poorest and
most excluded people, including women.

Leveraging resources
Maximising the limited resources available required ingenuity and flexibility according to the students. The
ability of NPOs to be resourceful was related to the leadership’s understanding of the environment in which they
operated. Leaders that came from outside the sector were perceived to require periods of adjustment and support
from the board and staff to adapt to what is often considered a resource-deprived sector. Leaders that were
established in the sector were believed to fare better at managing resources and their appropriate deployment in
service of the mission and vision of the NPO. Key insights included the following:
• NPOs should leverage their stakeholder relations and tap into the resources of partners that could be utilised
for mutual benefit.
• NPOs must identify the appropriate stakeholders to address resourcing early to assist with programme
implementation and reducing lead times.
• Where resources and programmes are shared, partner resources must be used specifically and in a timely
fashion to illustrate benefit to the approach.
• An organisation’s reputation and work done could be used as a means of generating goodwill through
emphasising the corporate donor’s contributions.
• NPOs should consider exploring and adopting established practices like resource modelling and other
conceptual models of resource management.
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The following student comment was typical in this context:

“The learning is that projects like XYZ cannot
stand on its own and needs to be cognisant of
their stakeholders and where stakeholders can be
leveraged to take the project further.”
Leveraging status
A commonly shared observation by the students was the opportunity for NPOs to leverage their historical, not-forprofit, public benefit, empowerment and tax status to attract donor funding. The B-BBEE level and procurement
recognition status of many NPOs was considered attractive and a means to incentivise funders and donors while
also being financially beneficial to donors. For the students this represented a way to link the social benefit with
an economic benefit for stakeholders. Most significantly, the students also observed that the personal status of
the NPO leader can be leveraged along with that of the organisation as a means of facilitating donor buy-in. Key
insights to leveraging status suggest that:
• A track record of good governance must be promoted as a value proposition that others can aspire to when
seeking resonance with funders.
• Utilising organisational status as a means to gain favourable rates and improved services contributed to
sustainability.
• Revenue streams can be diversified by marketing specialised capabilities similar to expert consults.
• NPOs can leverage sponsors’ goodwill through focusing on their corporate social investment (CSI) contributions
in particular sectors where their competitors are not providing support, offering another opportunity to
improve stakeholder relations.
• The demographic profile of many NPO boards can be more representative of the communities they served.

The student comment below illustrates this:

“Stronger emphasis on leveraging corporate
sponsorships and donations making them [donors]
market leaders to their industry peers in being
strong advocates of CSR.”
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Public Relations (PR)
Developing a unique identity among many worthy
causes is key for NPOs to position themselves
as preferred partners. The theme describes
the students’ observations of the impact that

organisational identity, ethical behaviour, enhanced
competitiveness and donor recognition can have
on the perception of an NPO.

Organisational identity
The students proposed that low levels of awareness and myths about causes can be addressed through
improved communication that quantifies impact, appropriate branding and the development of a unique
“corporate” identity. The students considered sustainability and future growth to be intimately linked to how NPOs
communicate their aspirations, needs and impact to stakeholders. Key insights in developing an organisational
identity suggest the following:
• Clear and concise PR messages that others identify with can inspire and increase commitment to the
organisation.
• When the CEO or identified ambassadors deliver the messages and embody the identity of the organisation the
cause becomes more attractive.
• It is more effective to have a dedicated communication division craft specific messages about organisational
identity and activities than splitting up responsibilities among various employees.
• Investment (time and finances) in social media and a website extends networks and strengthens identity,
provides “credibility”, attracts volunteers and addresses targeted audiences (millennials).
• Campaigns must be scalable, include digital media, and be aggressive (have shock value) to create a footprint in
competitive funding environments.
• Co-branding with partners increases credibility, expands market footprint and reduces costs.

The following student comment illustrates this:

“X should focus on a digital communication
campaign and employ people who are skilled in this
field, and redesign their “brand” to gain visibility so
they reach a larger scale.”
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Code of conduct
Adopting formalised codes of conduct and governance contributed to improving organisational culture,
enhancing the legitimacy of organisations, and identifying sustainable organisations. The students felt that
subscribing to established institutions such as the Institute of Directors in Southern Africa (IoDSA) or established
codes of practice such as King IV or the Independent Code of Governance for Non-Profit Organisations in South
Africa offered NPOs clear guiding principles and directions for ethical leadership and behaviour, and assisted
with board alignment and shaping operations for efficiency. Key insights suggest that the tacit adoption or the
formalisation of codes of governance and conduct beyond constitutions assists with:
• Enhancing credibility and organisational reputation
• Providing external stakeholders with evidence that good ethical and responsible governance is viewed as
serious
• Reflecting the organisation’s value system
• Developing consistency in performance
• Upholding organisational virtues
• Offering stricter guidelines and regulating the behaviour of members, staff and board
• Assisting organisations with growth and development by minimising risk.

The following student comment speaks to this:

“The Independent Code of Governance for NonProfit Organisations in South Africa does not
constitute an official document, nor a legal
standing, but is a formal written commitment
where an organisation records their commitment
to subscribe to core values, principles and practices.
By doing this it will further enhance their credibility
by showing that good, ethical and responsible
governance is taken serious and part of the
organisations value system.”
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Enhancing competitiveness
As the corporate social responsibility landscape shifts, the students recognised that NPOs need to adjust their
funding requirements and deliverables, and seek the best alignment with corporates, funders and government
departments to be competitive. The students believed that NPOs function in a sector where seeking resources,
partnerships and collaboration are important to ensure their sustainability. Compliance with regulatory
frameworks was considered a differentiating factor that NPOs could utilise to distinguish themselves from other
organisations. Key insights suggest that competitiveness is enhanced when:
• The NPO has a distinctive corporate identity that isorganisation unique and apparent
• Alignment with key issues addressed by corporates is clearly articulated in the NPO’s mission, vision and
objectives
• NPOs adopt sustainability practices within their own organisations
• Campaigns are implemented to highlight the distinctive competencies housed within their organisations
• Financial support from government declines.

The following student comment supports this:

“There exists many charities (NPOs) in South Africa
which are all competing for sponsorship from large
corporate companies. In a similar manner to that of
profit-making organisations competing on having
core and distinctive competencies for competitive
advantage, it is advised that NPOs adopt a similar
approach.”
Donor recognition
Satisfying stakeholder expectations required NPO leaders to be aware of the various contributions, relationships
and successes achieved within the donor organisations. The students considered that communicating gratitude
was the responsibility of the NPO leaders as well as all staff and clients. Key student insights suggest that ensuring
donor recognition was essential for:
•
•
•
•

Keeping funders up to date with progress and subsequently ensuring presence in mind
Indicating potential opportunities for further support
Capitalising on traditional periods of giving recognition, such as the financial year-end and religious holidays
Expressing appreciation, acknowledgment and recognition for the relationship.

NPOs should use various platforms of communication and social media to increase the impact and accessibility of
the gratitude they are expressing. Most of the students viewed donor recognition as key to build trust, influence
social perception, increase marketability and connect with donor constituencies.
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Conclusion
organisational sustainability. Non-profits should
invest sufficient time and resources in developing
strategic plans aimed at financial sustainability.
Collaborating with various stakeholders offers
organisations opportunities to learn from each
other while leveraging resources. Beyond the
three key elements of planning, self-sufficiency
and collaboration, NPOs need to have the right
people in place, shape a unique identity, operate
within ethical frameworks and seek growth
beyond service areas and geographical boundaries
to enhance their chances of being a preferred
partner organisation. The ability to stay up to date
with changing technology, and to monitor and
evaluate organisational impact is critical to NPOs
and funders alike who want to quantify their return
on investment. Finally, NPOs usually operate with
more goodwill than actual resources. Sustaining
relationships through good practices, maintaining a
good reputation and expressing gratitude towards
funders will therefore serve these NPOs well.

The students acknowledged the varied challenges
that non-profits experience daily. Although not
detailed in this report, the resilience of nonprofit leaders and their ingenuity to work in a
resource-deprived sector was identified as crucial
to overcoming these challenges. The value of the
leadership dialogue as described by the students
attests to this and by implication supports the value
of the SEP as a practice-based, service-learning
activity at USB. The contribution made through
the SEP engagement will hopefully continue to
impact positively on the decision making of both
the students and the NPO leaders where their
understanding of their role as stewards in society is
key. A later paper will address student perceptions of
non-profit leaders.
Based on the observations and insights of the
students, the implications for the social sector
and individual organisations are the call to
assess, review or refine their approaches towards
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