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Abstract 
In this paper, we discuss NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations) and NPOs (Non-Profit Organizations) in 
general and focus on the advertising strategy NGOs should undertake. More specifically, we compare and 
contrast the NGO history in South Africa and China, its corresponding past advertising, and implications for 
advertising strategy for Chinese NGOs going forward. This includes a discussion of a key issue of the efficacy of 
advertising that evokes emotion, and how it can be a “mixed-blessing.” It is suggested that the advertising 
strategy of South African NGOs can usefully inform NGOs in China. 
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1. Introduction  
A modern definition of advertising can be found in The American Heritage Dictionary (2015): “The activity of 
attracting public attention to a product or business, as by paid announcements in the print, broadcast, or electronic 
media.” It was also defined by Richards & Curran (2002) as, “A paid, mediated form of communication from an 
identifiable source, designed to persuade the receiver to take some action, now or in the future.” Advertising has been 
important to organizations since ancient times. It helps the seller compete with other purveyors of similar or identical 
products. For non-governmental organizations (NGOs), advertising is equally as important because they rely on 
advertising to attract outside donor funding and other outside resources such as volunteers, and government support, 
while enhancing social awareness.  

According to Salamon & Anheier (1992), the NGO sector includes organizations that share several common features. 
They are (1) formally constituted; (2) organizationally separate from the government; (3) non-profit seeking; (4) 
self-governing; (5) voluntary to a significant degree; and (6) non-political. Furthermore, according to Salamon et al. 
(1999), the NGO sector excludes religious organizations. Consequently, NGOs are neither governmental nor 
commercially-driven in nature, nor are they meant to serve as a substitute for state- or market-led initiatives. One can 
say that NGOs tend to fill the “delivery gap” that exists between government and markets. NGOs therefore 
supplement state- and market-led development initiatives. 

NGOs tend to have consistently observed attributes which stand apart from governmental and other 
quasi-governmental organizations, such as: advocacy activities without governmental influence, operating on a 
nonprofit basis, relying on voluntary membership and participation, and are founded on the basis of a specific ideal 
or goal. Commonly pursued goals of many NGOs include 1) empowering the poor to become self-sufficient and 
self-reliant; 2) promoting civil society and development; 3) conservation and environmentalism; 3) championing 
human rights, and 4) other social demands that are national or international in scope. In short, NGOs are typically 
voluntary organizations engaged in sustainable development and poverty reduction work at local, national and global 
levels. 

According to Prugsamatz (2010), since NGOs compete for outside resources and funding, it is especially important 
that NGOs engage in continuous organizational learning. Continuous learning benefits the NGO by helping its 
members develop better strategies, policies, actions, decisions and improved resource allocations, all of which, in 
turn, leads to better program implementation. The more effective the NGO is perceived to be in accomplishing its 
objective, the more likely it is to continue attracting the outside resources it needs to grow and develop. Also, 
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learning for the sake of learning will lead to the organization’s ability to grow and develop on its own and adapt 
efficiently to the changes around them (Bryson, 2004). 

Despite the many similarities that exist among NGOs, each must adapt its strategy and method of implementation to 
the political, legal and macroeconomic environment of the country in which it operates. In short, NGOs from 
different countries have to function in accordance with their corresponding national or local environments. Since 
China and South Africa are both third world countries, we will compare and contrast Chinese NGOs with South 
African NGOs. We will note their differences, postulate why these differences exist, and provide some 
recommendations for Chinese NGOs that will improve the effectiveness of their advertising. 

2. NGOs in South Africa 
Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) as we know them today, date back to the 1860’s when international 
anti-slavery associations emerged. A country with a young and turbulent history, South Africa incubated many 
NGOs under the pressure of both internal and external forces. Many of these early NGOs were set up as 
commune-systems. Between the 1920’s and 1940’s, South African NGOs underwent changes in both their 
characteristics and significance. For instance, the Great Depression stirred up South African opposition to British 
colonial rule, and some South African NGOs provided the organizational basis for the country’s successful 
independence movement. Ironically, however, after South Africa won its independence in 1931, and later still, 
when the National Party came to power after 1948, the very same NGOs were suppressed by the new regime to 
prevent further political activity, and the possibility of political upheaval. Between 1948 and 1994, apartheid 
reigned in South Africa. NGO’s activities and funding sources were heavily restricted by the government. Up 
until the early 1980s, the government was only supportive of NGOs directed toward serving the white 
community and maintaining the racial order. In contrast, anti-apartheid NGOs were very few in number and 
subjected to continuous harassment until the early 1980s when the Botha regime changed the law, allowing many 
anti-apartheid NGOs to emerge, organize and serve the disenfranchised and marginalized black population. This 
newly liberalized political environment led to the proliferation of anti-apartheid NGOs which were run by 
professionals who were aligned with the anti-apartheid cause. The anti-apartheid NGOs further benefited from a 
large influx of foreign funding which was channeled directly into the NGOs. The result was a massive growth in 
the NGO sector to the point where, by 1990, there emerged a heavily interlocked network of about 5,000 
anti-apartheid NGOs operating in South Africa. In an attempt to limit the political impact of the NGOs, the 
apartheid government imposed increasingly repressive censorship laws and restrictions on the NGOs, but to no 
avail. In 1994, the National Party’s rule came to an end and along with it, apartheid rule. In effect, one can infer 
that from 1920-1994, NGOs in South Africa promoted freedom; first, freedom from colonial rule, and later, 
freedom from apartheid rule (Habib & Taylor, 1999). 
After 1994, the conflicting relationship between government and NGOs shifted away from the politics of 
resistance to the apartheid state to the politics of reconstruction and redistribution (Marais, 1998). Under 
reconstructive policies, the resources of many NGOs were absorbed or fused with the institutions of the new 
state and much of the funding for the NGOs was subsequently re-directed to the state. Many people trained 
within the NGO sector came to play important roles in government, developing policies or providing welfare and 
development services. Indeed, many highly-trained professionals left the NGO sector to pursue lucrative 
positions in government, effectively becoming “new government officials.” This “brain drain” from the NGO 
sector compromised the organizational, managerial effectiveness of NGOs, and crippled their ability for 
“capacity-building.” Some NGOs received more support from the government while other NGOs found it 
difficult to access government support. In short, funding of NGOs became caught up in the new bureaucracy. 
NGOs that managed to remain independent (that is, avoid fusion with the government) positioned themselves as 
“watchdogs” of the new state (Habib & Taylor, 1999).  

Later in 1996, the reconstructive polity of the state was replaced with a neo-liberal polity. NGOs would now be 
focused on growth, employment, and strategies for redistribution (referred to as GEAR). Under GEAR, emphasis 
was placed on private-sector investments in job creation, with state-led redistribution taking a back seat to 
growth and employment (Habib & Taylor, 1999). Consequently, NGOs now sought and found partnerships and 
funding from businesses. Not surprisingly, these NGOs became commercialized in their orientation. 

NGOs in South Africa are structured and operate under either of two models: the “top-down” or corporate model 
approach, established by the Dutch and English settlers through which the NGO plays an important role in 
delivering public welfare services to those in need; and the “bottom-up” approach where the NGO simply serves 
as a venue by which the individual can “pull himself up by the boot-straps” and become self-reliant and 
self-sufficient.  
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The advertisement was labeled as “hugely racist” and “in poor taste” by YouTube. The advertising agency, 
Ogilvy and Mather, Cape Town, received lots of complaints and negative publicity over the ad, and several 
people claimed that the ad even promoted pedophilia. Not surprisingly, the Hungary Child SA advertisement was 
quickly removed from YouTube.  

5. Recommendations for China’s NGO Advertising 
5.1 Enhance Visibility While Paying Attention to Social Equality 

Based on NGO research in general, and specifically in South Africa, it is clear that NGO advertising in China 
lacks visibility. Instead of using textual promotions, images and short videos should be used to catch the eyes of 
the audience in a more engaging manner. “Today, you have to search for visibility,” noted Sana Das, Amnesty 
International’s then-coordinator for growth, membership and activism (Granito, 2007). She continues, “The 
whole world has turned into a series of images. If you aren’t represented in that world, it’s possible that people 
might just pass you by. Even though you might be saying some of the most important things that can be said, no 
one might hear them.” However, advertisers should exercise caution and sensitivity to avoid creating the 
perception of discrimination when developing and launching a campaign. Otherwise, the campaign may backfire 
on the NGO, as in the aforementioned Hungry Child ad. 

5.2 Invest more on Publicity and Building a Good Brand Image 

Chinese NGOs are lacking publicity, as most people are not aware of what they are doing. The organizations 
should invest more in marketing themselves to the public. Today, NGOs are encouraged to fully utilize the 
advantages of social media through digital marketing.  

Furthermore, the development and maintenance of a positive brand image is vital to the NGO. Managing an 
NGO is like managing a company. Customers will come to you only if you have created a positive brand image. 
However, given the social situation in China, an increasing number of NGOs are evolving into commercialized 
organizations out of necessity due to lack of financial resources and an inability to obtain money without 
engaging in commercial activities. However, there is a potential risk to the use of commercial activities—namely, 
it can turn off potential donors. A “fine line” must be walked as the NGO engages in commercial activities while 
also appealing to donors.  

Rumors can affect the reputation of an organization. For instance, the Red Cross of China was rumored to be 
using donations improperly. When the rumor reached the public, and worse still, was later confirmed as fact, 
donations plummeted dramatically! Hence, building and maintaining a positive brand image is crucial to the 
NGO. Managers and staff must be especially sensitive to this issue. 

5.3 Enhance Creativity 

Usually, NGO advertisements are filled with gloom and sadness. However, there are other ways of appealing to 
audiences. Instead of featuring crying scenes, advertisers can think about bringing optimistic scenes to the 
customers, such as positioning NGOs as organizations that bring people love and hope. In contrast to sad 
advertisements, audiences may be more receptive to positive promotional campaigns.  

NGOs need to consider the literature in the area of “message framing” to take advantage of what will likely work 
best for them. There have been studies that compare positive vs. negative valence in messages and compare 
donation rates and donation amounts. For example, which will do better? An advertisement which communicates, 
“Without your generous donation, deserving children will not have the opportunity to XYZ,”—negative valence, 
or, “With your generous donation, deserving children will have the opportunity to XYZ”—positive valence (e.g., 
Smith & Berger, 1998; Berger & Smith, 1998). 

According to a research done by Reinartz & Saffert (2013), a euro invested in a highly creative ad campaign had, 
on average, nearly double the sales impact of a euro spent on a noncreative campaign. In order to be effective, an 
NGO should have a team that can develop creative concepts for an impactful advertising campaign. Such a team 
might include a copywriter, designer, director, and an account planner (Hefer, 2010). Creativity should build a 
unique brand image, which will make the NGO more recognizable to the public. 

Below is a print advertisement from Cordaid (see Figure 8). This series of ads seeks to build social awareness 
about poverty in Africa. By stating the price of luxury products and the price of food and water, the ad may 
evoke feelings of guilt and charity for the poor who barely survive at the bottom rung of society. The strong 
comparison between the luxury accessories and basic foodstuffs has the effect of delivering an emotional shock 
to the audience. Those who have a Hermes tote bag on their arm might be triggered to donate money to the 
organization. Likewise, Chinese NGOs should consider mimicking successful print campaigns designed to serve 
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between the two countries. Second, there are differences in the two countries’ struggle for independence from 
colonialism. Third, there are economic differences and differences in the international status of these two 
countries, which in turn affects the international community’s treatment of Chinese vs. South African NGOs.  
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