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At GuideStar International (GSI), we believe that a robust civil society with numerous strong, diverse and 

transparent civil society organizations (CSOs) is critical for the health and welfare of nations and our 

world.  To that end GSI catalogues the existence and activities of CSOs throughout the world on freely-

accessible websites, providing a level of transparency that surpasses that of governments and businesses, 

and helping each CSO to tell its own story in accurate, productive and resonant ways.  Concurrently, 

GuideStar websites enable and encourage millions of supporters, volunteers, donors, prospective 

beneficiaries, funders, researchers, journalists, and other stakeholders of CSOs to see and understand 

those stories and act accordingly with confidence.   

To get the public as well as government, business and philanthropic institutions to engage fully, 

confidently and effectively with CSOs, GSI must not only sustain but also enhance its public 

information role promoting even greater access to better information about the work of CSOs.  But GSI 

must also work to change the public’s disturbingly casual attitude toward CSOs by establishing a 

substantive and effective programme of public education.   Today, even when thoughtful people think 

about their philanthropy they tend to view CSOs simplistically and in isolation.  One prevailing attitude 

assumes that if an organisation that has efficient fundraising and administration cost ratios, it is a worthy 

organization.  Inexplicably, we conclude that the programmatic activities of this financially ―efficient‖ CSO 

are needed and that any money allocated to it is money spent wisely.  The application of crude rankings 

and ratios do little to enhance public trust and confidence, and more often than not are used by the media 

to erode CSOs’ standing.   We must go ―beyond rankings and ratios‖ and establish a body of objective 

information upon which public trust and confidence will develop. 

GSI can argue that it has succeeded in establishing a body of objective information in some countries. Yet 

in actuality, there is still little analysis or guidance that reveals or allows citizens to identify the 

organizations that are operating effectively; that are achieving what they promise; that have the 

institutional capacities (the resources, systems, experience, governance, and values) to perform the work 

at hand; that have objectives that are truly aligned with the needs of their communities or, indeed, the 

objectives of the donor; that are truly learning organizations; and that are located where there is already a 

surplus of resources serving a particular need or that are operating in areas of deficit.   Fundamentally, 

there is little recognition (1) that CSOs do provide essential and measurable benefits for society – benefits 
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that governments, businesses and people acting alone are not equipped to provide and (2) that the 

public’s relationships with and support of our CSOs is indeed an activity that we must all take very 

seriously.  We hope that our development and display of public information about CSOs and our 

pursuit of a range of new public education activities will help remedy this social myopia. 

We argue that this growing population of CSOs – these private collaborative initiatives for the public good 

– comprise our growing social DNA, the once and future well-spring of citizen-led innovation, knowledge, 

research, advocacy and service.  We argue further that the evolving health, sustainability and progress of 

societies and that of their CSOs are highly correlated.  We believe that CSOs are at once pervasive agents 

for societal progress and reflections of the resilience, innovation and community-spiritedness of societies.  

As a consequence, tracking the health of CSOs generally can tell us much about the health of society 

generally.  Likewise, identifying, engaging and supporting effective CSOs that are doing the work that 

society truly values are all responsibilities of proper citizenship.  But we cannot support these 

organizations effectively or track their contributions to the health of societies without good public 

information—information that GuideStar International aims to assemble, display and make 

understandable to every global citizen. 

A quick tour of the GuideStar UK website and database will demonstrate the central importance of CSOs 

as well as the power and utility of good data for understanding the work of individual CSOs in the context 

in which they operate.  With GuideStar UK, we can show how to define and track the evolving health of 

organizations.  We can drill in, identify and study the capacities, objectives and histories of all CSOs 

promoting specific social interventions.   

The GuideStar UK database now holds over five years of financial and narrative information on over 

55,000 registered CSOs.  This population of CSOs represents over 98% of the economic weight of the 

voluntary and community sector.  With this extensive body of information, it is now possible to undertake 

analyses at the micro (CSO), meso (definable inter-CSO systems) and macro (sector) levels.  Not 

surprisingly, the GuideStar database is already exploited by a broad range of institutions including: 

national third sector umbrella groups and analysts, academics, policymakers, financial institutions, 

professional advisors and others that provide services to CSOs.  Much of the analysis these bodies 

undertake relates to CSO accountability – however many of their analytical activities are embryonic and 

fragmented - and not generally disclosed. As a consequence, accountability exercises and understanding 

of the sector remains largely in-house, not public, activities.  We intend to push what has been a largely 

internal analytical energy into the public arena offering an open platform for analysis and knowledge 

sharing.  Beyond advancing better guidance and analysis for CSO stakeholders seeking to identify effective 

organizations, this strategy will instil in civil society an unprecedented level of transparency and 

public accountability at the same time it advances the cause of improved CSO 

To achieve these ends, we must broaden our brief by undertaking in-depth analyses and integrating a 

range of indicators of social progress into our rich database of information on CSOs – activities which we 

must conduct in collaboration with other organisations that have established expertise and that share our 

vision and ethos.   

GuideStar UK will be the prototype for this expanded brief. We expect that by harnessing this expertise 

and combining GuideStar UK’s extensive, near exhaustive, database of reports on the CSOs of England 

and Wales together with social progress indicators and census data from multiple sources will provide a 

lucid portrayal of the macro, meso and micro circumstances facing and resulting from the work of CSOs.  

We seek to demonstrate how the health, intensity and diversity of CSO activity vary from location to 

location, how these three attributes of CSO activity correspond to need and how they relate to ultimate 



 

 Page 3 of 3 

social progress.  And we are keen to make this knowledge understandable to the public through 

sophisticated data visualization.  

Beyond its work in the United Kingdom, GSI operates at national, regional and global levels to provide 

public information on CSOs and document the importance of civil societies throughout the world.  We are 

working closely with partners in India, Israel, Belgium, Ireland, Japan, Korea, Hungary, South Africa and 

The Netherlands to introduce GuideStar services in those countries and collaborating with others to 

construct regional responses for Africa and Europe.  Finally, we are working with global and national 

associates to assemble basic CSO records for other countries in anticipation of the ultimate development 

of full-functioning national GuideStar services and a global search of CSOs across our common global 

technology platform.   Throughout, our efforts to provide public information and education are intended 

to facilitate the levels of transparency needed to sustain and enhance public trust and confidence in CSOs. 

With respect to that endeavour, we welcome the collaboration of anyone in this audience. 

GSI’s work is focused largely on the heavy lifting of illuminating the work of individual CSOs. Yet analysts, 

policy-makers and ordinary citizens use the information resources we have developed to track the health 

of CSOs specifically and understand progress and health their own societies generally.    Use of this body 

of objective information will mean that it is possible to move ―beyond rankings and ratios,‖ truly to foster 

public education, public knowledge and public accountability - and thereby promote public trust and 

confidence in CSOs.  We hope that our work over the next year will support the inclusion of a ―health of 

civil society‖ indicator on the generally accepted list of principal indicators of social progress and that GSI 

might offer a robust measurement for that indicator derived from our own analytical experience. 

 


