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Introduction

Zimbabwe, like the rest of the world was not 
spared from the COVID-19 global pandem-
ic. The country went into lockdown in March 
2020 and only essential services remained 
open. Most of the non-profit world inclusive 
of policy advocacy focused formations were 
deemed non-essential and had to resort to 
working remotely or effectively closing down. 
However, the wheels of government policy 
making did not slow down. In 2020 the Gov-
ernement of Zimbabwe (GoZ) passed 314 
Statutory Instruments¹. New policies were 
also implemented and amongst these, which 
probably might be the most notable, were 
the global compensation agreement aimed at 
resolving the outstanding compensation for 
former large scale commercial farmers and 
the National Development Strategy 1².  

Whilst ZANU-PF has never scored highly 

on policy consultations this was probably a 
new low. Advocacy focused organizations 
were for the most part of the year struggling 
with survival issues and also trying to mi-
grate to online ways of working. Their capac-
ity to effectively track government’s policy 
making processes and implementation was 
severely curtailed. In this report we explore 
the extent to which advocacy focused orga-
nizations responded to COVID-19 related 
changes such as lockdowns, funding con-
straints and limited room to carry out face-
to-face consultations. The report is based on 
a survey of advocacy focused organizations. 
We were keen to know how COVID-19 had 
affected the internal operations of advocacy 
organisations and also to try and understand 
the various responses that have been made 
to government’s own going policy processes.

https://www.veritaszim.net/node/4685 

http://www.zimtreasury.gov.zw/index.php?option=com_phocadownload&view=category&id=64&Itemid=

1. 

2. 
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Background on Advocacy

A realisation has emerged in the last decades 
or so that officeholders in national and local 
government cannot be left to exercise their 
power without sufficient scrutiny from the 
citizens. The doctrine of the separation of 
power into the three branches, Executive, Ju-
diciary and Legislative was meant to provide 
a balance of sorts. However, in practice, sep-
aration of power is very difficult, especially 
in a context where these branches are filled 
by people from the same political party or 
are appointed by the head of the ruling par-
ty. One of the earliest intentions of holding 
power in check was through the media which 
was largely referred to as the 4th Estate. It was 
assumed that an independent media could 
contribute towards the creation of a coun-
tervailing balance on power by writing or 
talking about the excesses of power. To a larg-
er extent, the media especially investigative 
journalist have played a significant role in ex-
posing excesses of power out of corruption 

and forms of abuse.

However, even then, there remained a dis-
concerting gap, how to talk about public 
problems which are not necessarily due to 
scandal but could be due to weak conceptu-
alisation, inadequately weak policy respons-
es or inadequate buy-in from affected com-
munities. Who should we talk about these 
things? Enter policy advocacy. It is important 
to note that advocacy in its pure form and 
the word “advocate" come from ancient Ro-
man law to describe those who were called 
to the aid of someone or who took the role of 
champion on behalf of others such as lawyers 
or barristers in the legal system. For the pur-
pose of this discussion, policy advocacy re-
fers to a process where experts / communities 
analyse the course of a problem and develop 
policy-based solutions to address these in a 
manner that creates sustainable and endur-
ing change.
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Actors Behind Policy Advocacy

There are many actors that are capable of car-
rying out policy advocacy and they include 
special interest groups such as associations 
representing business, the disabled, identity 
groups and also intermediary cause driven 
non-profits which are established specifically 
for the task of   carrying out advocacy.  The 
terrain of advocacy focused organisations 
has grown in the past three decades. Prior 
to 1990, the majority of Non-Governmental  
Organisations (NGOs) were focused on ser-
vice delivery in a complementary manner to 
what the state was doing. However, in 1992, 
the World Bank produced a paradigm shift-
ing report which claimed that the lack of de-
velopment in many parts of the global south 
was mostly due to governance challenges. 
They argued that,“"good governance is cen-
tral to creating and sustaining an environ-
ment which fosters strong and equitable de-
velopment, and it is an essential complement 
to sound economic policies.”

For the first time in decades there was a re-
newed focus on what governments actual-
ly do, instead of looking at the problem as 
entailing increased flows of aid. The new 
emphasis was on systems of accountability 
– both within government and from govern-
ment to those it serves. Such a system could 
only work with a reliable flow of information 
which without it the rules are not known, 
accountability is low, and uncertainties are 
excessive. According to the report, the char-
acteristics of poor governance are:

 • Failure on the part of government  
 to make a clear separation between  
 what is public and what is private  
 hence a tendency to direct public  
 resources for private gain

 • Failure to establish a predictable  
 framework of law and government  
 behaviour conducive to develop 
 ment, or arbitrariness in the applica- 
 tion of rules and laws

 • Excessive rules, regulations, licens- 
 ing requirements, and so forth,  
 which impede the functioning of  
 markets and encourage rent-seeking

 • Priorities inconsistent with devel- 
 opment, resulting in a misallocation  
 of resources

 • Excessive and narrow based non- 
 transparent decision making

The five (5) characteristics of poor gover-
nance literally gave birth to a game of gov-
ernance and advocacy focused organisations 
and networks. Aid organisations inclusive 
of Official Development Assistance (ODA)
and private philanthropy made significant 
investments in the project of reforming the 
state through an improved governance lens 
and the preferred tool was advocacy. Zimba-
bwe joined the rest of the world in refocusing 
from a service delivery focused level of inter-
mediary NGOs to a phenomenal growth in 
governance focused entities. Since then, the 
governance movement has won some deci-
sive victories including:

 • Assenting to the need for broader  
 consultations in the constitution  
 making process

 • Mobilisation for transparency in  
 budgeting processes

 • Raising historical systemic 
 challenges to inclusive development

 • Advocacy for equitable land re- 
 forms

 • Promoting women’s rights and  
 gender equity

The governance focused organisations in-
clude intermediary NGOs, social move-
ments, trade unions, associations of various 
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Table 1: Advocacy types of organisations

4

interests including residents, vendors, business, traders etc. the following table provides a 
summary of advocacy types of organisations and the table below shows the actions that they 
undertake.
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The Advocacy Terrain Prior to COVID-19

The work of doing advocacy has expanded 
since the early 1990s. However, the impact of 
advocacy on policy making has been highly 
uneven. As early as 2007, other scholars such 
as Ajakeiye (2007:9) had noted that the pro-
liferation of policy research and advocacy 
focused organisations has not yet made an 
impact on policy making. As already not-
ed, there have been some notable advocacy 
related achievements since the turn of the 
century despite the problematic ZANU-PF 
government. There are many instances where 
advocacy asks have been accepted into poli-

cy. However, these organisations carrying out 
advocacy have had to negotiate a difficult op-
erating environment characterised by:

 • Dwindling resources

 • Low trust relationship between   
 government and civil society

 • Limited capacities to engage   
 across a wide range of 
 complex problems

Table 2 shows a glimpse of the advocacy terrain in Zimbabwe.

Prior to the outbreak of COVID-19 advocacy was focused on a number of wide range issues 
which include the rights of the girl child, and improved framework for natural resource gov-
ernance, access to ARVs, improved service delivery, promotion of human rights etc."
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Table 2: Advocacy terrain in Zimbabwe
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Advocacy Focused Organisations (AFOs) and COVID-19

The future of Think Tanks is uncertain

Working remotely

Funding concerns

Globally the majority of organisations that car-
ry out policy research, analysis and advocacy are 
also referred to as Think Tanks. On Think Tanks 
(OTT), a web-based platform that studies and 
seeks to connect think tanks globally has car-
ried out a survey of 138 Think Tanks, looking 

at how they are responding to the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic³. According to the study, 
several organisations have either totally changed 
their strategies or adapted them to align with the   
Insights emanating from these include the follow-
ing: 

According to Hans Gutbrod (2020)⁴,  Think Tanks 
across the globe expressed varied sentiments re-
garding the future of Think Tanks, post COVID-19 
in their responses to the OTT survey. The level of 
optimism slightly outweighed the pessimism as 
most responding organisations felt that setbacks 

will be felt, but they will be able to recover. West 
African Think Tanks indicated concerns on the 
ability to recover, with some possibilities of clo-
sure. The CIVICUS Monitor⁵ also highlights the 
loss of civic space due to the national lockdown 
measures put in place by governments.

Over 40% of the responding organisations to the 
survey indicated that their current funding was 
strained and accessing new funding, especially 
those in the pipelines at the onset of the pandem-
ic has been challenging. (Gutbrod, 2020). Some 
funding opportunities were completely dropped 
and some delays in funding partners’ responses 
were noted. Related to this were concerns around 
‘research agenda drift.’ COVID-19 brought with it 
new opportunities especially around research and 
development. Donors were mostly interested in 
assisting organisations that were pursuing some 

research agenda that is related to the crisis. 

Within the Sub-Saharan Region, respondents in 
the On Think Tanks survey (2020)⁶ were grateful 
and cognisant of the significant role played by in-
ternational donors especially during the pandemic 
but also expressed the need for donors to allow for 
flexible funds that can cater to critical moments 
such as these. More often than not, donor funds 
either lack a contingency allowance or are not 
flexible enough to allow for adjustments.

Apart from the general struggles of working from 
home such as internet loss, poor network coverage, 
electricity cuts, and high data costs, some Think 

Tanks noted that mental health and well-being 
in the workplace has become a critical concern⁷. 
According to a survey done by Forbes in March 
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https://onthinktanks.org/articles/how-the-pandemic-is-impacting-think-tanks-overview-of-ott-survey-results/ 
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OnThinkTanks Survey Report (as in 5 above)
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Assistance outside of International donors
Most Think Tanks globally rely on international 
donors to support their work and advance their 
research. The OTT survey found that 67% of the 
Think Tanks had not, at the time of answering, 
announced or provided any form of financial as-
sistance to the sector (which encompasses Think 

Tanks, universities and NGOs). Only about 25% 
had received some type of support or financial as-
sistance from their governments, usually coming 
with a caveat that alters their research agenda. 

According to Diawara (2020)¹², the majority of 
Think Tanks in Africa indicated that they were 
facing drastic challenges due the pandemic. There 
was a likelihood amongst the majority of them of 
down-sizing or even closing of the organisations 
especially due to lack of financial support and the 
delays experienced with their existing donors in 
availing funds. In Senegal, reduction of staff was 

prohibited, by order of the president of the coun-
try.¹³  Think Tanks such as Consortium for Eco-
nomic and Social Research (CRES) faced a gloomy 
future and may be susceptible to organisational 
drift to be able to remain relevant and operational.

COVID-19 has accentuated the adoption of the 4th 
Industrial revolution, especially in Africa, which 

2020⁸, working from home has led to a blurring 
of lines between professional and personal life, 
tipping the work-life balance. The Mental Health 

Foundation in August 2020⁹ also raised the need 
for organisations to consider operating remotely. 

Of note was the surge in the tasks and duties of the 
communications departments as all products and 
communication shifted to being delivered whol-
ly online, resulting in some staff failing to cope 
(Ibid). 

EY Global¹¹, a multi-disciplinary professional ser-
vices organisation identified the lack of policies on 

‘how to operate within a crisis’ as one factor why 
governance (the Board of Directors or Trustees) 
in organisations were failing to assist the organi-
sations to at least swim within the current if they 
cannot thrive. They raised the need for organisa-
tions to consider establishing ‘pandemic-specific’ 
policies and procedures which will aid in coping 
mechanisms when need be. 
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The March 2020, Forbes report highlighted that many employees are working parents and 
guardians and that the national lockdown has forced the whole household to be in one place 
as the majority of children became home-schooled."
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https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/coronavirus/looking-after-your-mental-health-while-working-during-coronavirus

Forbes (as in 7 above)

https://www.ey.com/en_gl/COVID-19/COVID-19-and-pandemic-planning--how-companies-should-respond

https://onthinktanks.org/articles/COVID-19-and-african-think-tanks-challenges-needs-and-solutions/ 

https://www.dlapiper.com/en/africa/insights/publications/2020/04/senegal-covid-19-and-the-right-to-work/
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was lagging behind the rest of the world. 
Most Think Tanks were not ready to take 
on the ‘new normal’¹⁴. Provision of flexible 
funding support to be able to cater during 
times like these was also raised as a need¹⁵. 
Respondents to the 2020, OTT survey on 
Think Tanks in Africa¹⁶ also noted that they 
had neither been considered for support nor 
offered support by the government. They 
however raised the need to remain stead-
fast and positive to the cause; to continue in 
their work of providing capacity building, 
evidence-based research, policy analysis and 
advocacy services to the government. 

In Zimbabwe the responses to COVID-19 
and related measures have been uneven. 
Several Think Tanks especially advocacy 
focused organisations (AFOs) called on the 
government to recognise them as essential 
services during the lockdown period as their 
work compliments government efforts in 
the fight against COVID-19. A survey con-
ducted by the Combined Harare Residents 
Associations (CHRA)¹⁷ during the onset of 
the lockdown indicated that there was total 
ignorance by residents especially on issues 

such as social distancing, hand washing, 
wearing of masks especially at water collec-
tion points, a phenomenon prevalent in high 
density suburbs where clean water delivery 
(tap water) is a challenge. This non-compli-
ance was caused by the lack of basic service 
provision and a need to fend for their fami-
lies. 

The National Association of Non-Govern-
mental Organisations (NANGO)¹⁸ raised 
the need for the government to consider en-
listing NGOs under essential services given 
the role they play in research and awareness 
raising, which aid in curbing the spread of 
the virus. Further, recent documentaries by 
Resident Associations in Mutare¹⁹ and Hara-
re²⁰ reiterated sentiments expressed by resi-
dents and acknowledge the role being played 
by AFOs and development partners in miti-
gating the effects of the crisis through aware-
ness campaigns, information dissemination, 
provision of some personal protective equip-
ment (PPE) such as hand sanitisers and face 
masks as well as helping with governance 
systems at water collection points.²¹ 
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/adigaskell/2020/05/11/is-a-blurred-work-life-balance-the-new-normal/#117c11b18130 

https://unsdg.un.org/resources/un-framework-immediate-socio-economic-response-COVID-19 

OnThinkTanks Survey Report (as in 11 above)

https://www.facebook.com/Kubatana/posts/csos-operations-an-essential-service-during-the-lockdown-period-via-chra-hararea/3222472067764170/

NANGO newsletter (as in 1 above)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iX5I0gpOKG0&feature=youtu.be

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-oD2GGPvvgA&feature=youtu.be

http://nangozim.org/sites/default/files/publications/Issue%202%20-%20COVID-19%20Realities%20Newsletter.pdf
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Impact of COVID-19 on Advocacy Focused Organi-
sations (AFOs) in Zimbabwe

Background of Organisations Responding to the Survey

Area/ Province of Operation

We carried out a survey on the impact of 
COVID-19 on organisations that carry out 
policy research and advocacy across the 
country. The survey was administered using 
online methods. Invitations to respond to the 
survey were sent to 18 organisations and 12 

(66%) responded. In the survey we assured 
respondents that we would treat their re-
sponses anonymously. We also followed up 
the survey with key informant interviews of 
advocacy focused organisations. 

The majority (58%) of responding organisation are based in Harare, while 25% of the respon-
dents operate from Masvingo and Matabeleland North provinces.  Only eight per cent (8%) 
have operations across the country.

Figure 1: Area of Operation

10



Positions of respondents within the Think Tanks

The main respondents to the questionnaire were staff placed in the following positions within the 
Think Tanks:

Advocacy During COVID-19 | May 2021

Table 3: Positions of respondents within the Think Tanks
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In a question which allowed for multiple re-
sponses, we found that organisations under 
study focus on ‘Social Justice’ (73%), ‘Economic 
Justice’ (64%) and ‘Women and gender’ (55%). 
The least areas of focus were ‘Education’ and 

‘Rural Development’ at 18%, respectively. Two 
organisations identified other thematic areas of 
focus outside of the ones we had pre-coded: Wa-
ter, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) and Capac-
ity Development.

Figure 2: Organisational thematic area of focus

Advocacy During COVID-19 | May 202112

Organisation Thematic Area of Focus



Organisations’ Annual Budget 

Figure 3: Organisations Annual Budget

The majority (45.45%) of the respondents 
indicated that their annual budget for 2020 
was over US$500,000.00 and only 9.09% 
were operating within a budget of between 

US$50,000.00-$100,000.00. None of the or-
ganisations were operating on an annual bud-
get less than US$50,000.00.

Advocacy During COVID-19 | May 202113
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Effects on the organisation’s broader aspects 

Up to 50% of the organisations that responded 
pointed out that their staff was overwhelmed, 
stressed, and depressed because of the crisis. 
They further indicated that the organisation’s 
governing body had been unable to effectively 

respond to the crisis crossed by COVID-19. A 
third (33.33%) of the respondents indicated that 
they were not prepared to implement processes 
for working remotely. 

14

Figure 4: Day-to-day operations affected

Day-to-day operations

When asked about the aspects of their day-to-
day operations that had been affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, 77.78% of the respondents 
indicated that their community engagement and 
outreach was affected the most. A similar per-
centage of respondents also indicated that train-

ing and capacity building initiatives were mod-
erately affected. Administration as a department 
was noted as slightly affected whilst 33.33% of 
the respondents indicated that their innovation 
hubs/ Information Technology (IT) were not af-
fected at all by COVID-19. 
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Figure 5: Broader aspects of organisations operation affected

Figure 6: Aspects of projects lagging behind

Aspects of projects lagging behind

Think Tanks together with most Civil Society Or-
ganisations (CSOs) work is premised on providing 
evidence-based research and recommendations 
for use by policy makers. Most of this work is run 
as projects/programs. All the responding organi-

sations indicated that they had to postpone at least 
one workshop, 77.78% had to postpone field trips 
and 56% actually missed project deadlines due to 
the effects of the pandemic. 

15
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Ability to pay salaries

Only 11% of the responding organisations indicated that they had completely failed to pay salaries 
during the crisis. 

Figure 7: Ability to pay staff salaries

16



Figure 8: Measures put in place by organisations to ensure adherence to Government restrictions

Measures in Response to COVID-19 Lockdowns 

The majority (89%) of respondents indicated 
that they only allowed essential staff such as Fi-
nance and Administration officers to be physi-
cally present at the office; while the remainder 
of their staff worked remotely, while 11% shut 

down their physical offices and all staff worked 
remotely. The remaining 11% kept their offices 
fully functional during the lockdown period. 
None of the respondents shut down operations 
due to the crisis.

The majority of respondents (89%) encouraged 
and provided resources for the staff to work 
remotely. Only essential staff such as those re-
sponsible for operations and finance report 
physically at the office.  89% of the respond-

ing Think Tanks also purchased sanitisers, face 
masks and gloves for their employees and de-
vised measures to ensure social distancing is 
adhered to. 

Measures put in place to adhere to government set standards

Measures put in place to mitigate COVID-19 and its effects

Advocacy During COVID-19 | May 202117
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Further, our survey indicated that 67% of the 
organisations who responded opened up infor-
mal lines of discussions and communications 
for colleagues to engage and keep connected. 

These communication lines are known to pro-
vide a platform for staff to de-stress and de-
crease the feeling of being ‘lonely’, much like a 
coffee break chat at the office would. 

Figure 9: Measures put in place to mitigate COVID-19 and its effects

None of the organisations in our sample shut 
down operations.  They invested in online ap-
plications and products that allow them to 
work remotely. Approximately 88.9% ensured 

that staff had essential hardware (laptops and 
tablets); 55.56% purchased both Wi-Fi routers 
and data while 44.44% exclusively paid for data. 

Measures put in place for employees to continue working 
despite the lock-down.

18

Figure 10: Measures put in place for employees to continue working despite the lock-down



Only 37.50% of the organisations were certain of the existence of a strategy specific to the use of technology 
while the majority (62.50%) of the respondents noted that ‘some elements’ of a strategy were in place.

All the responding organisations indicated that they used technology in their day-to-day work, especially 
during the lockdown. However, as the crisis worsened; they have had to adopt some digital strategies with 
online conferencing tools being the most widely used (88.89%). 

Strategies adopted by organisations to cope with the crisis.

Strategies related to Information Technology (IT)

Use of Technology in day-to-day operations.

Figure 11: Strategies related to Information Technology (IT)
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Figure 12: Digital strategies adopted by Organisations



Figure 13: Online conferencing tools
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The use of online conferencing tools and appli-
cations has inevitably increased as the pandemic 
forced most organisations to operate remotely. 
Our survey highlighted Skype, ZOOM and inter-
estingly, WhatsApp as the most used (89%) while 
only 33% of the organisations were making use 

of Microsoft Teams. There are no licence costs 
for WhatsApp and the entry level packages for 
Skype and ZOOM are also free. This may explain 
the popularity of these three (3) over Microsoft 
Teams. 

20

Further, the respondents also indicated that 
they all used and were dependant on Social me-
dia platforms as well as emails to communicate. 
About 80% of the responding organisations also 

made extensive use of data management software 
and applications. 60% indicated that they had in-
creased their use of collaboration tools such as 
Chat, Microsoft Teams and WebEx. 

Figure 14: Tools / Applications used 



The majority of the responding organisations 
(62.50%) have a ‘dedicated’ member of staff re-
sponsible for effectively leveraging technology 

while the remaining (37.50%) do not have this 
as a centralized function. 

Figure 15: Presence of a dedicated member or team responsible for effective leveraging of 
technology within the organisation
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The results of our survey highlight international 
donors provided support to all the respondents. To 
complement international funding, we also found 
that 22% of the respondents were supported by lo-

cal donors and 11% by community organisations. 
No support was received from the government or 
financial (bank) institutions. 

Financial support and relations with funding partners

Support given to organisations during the COVID-19 pandemic

Figure 16: Support to organisation during this time
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About two-thirds (67%) of the respondents have 
either scaled down on their projects or have actu-
ally received new support from donors in the face 
of COVID-19. The rest of the organisations (56%) 
have either had to divert their funds from existing 
projects to be able to fund COVID-19 related ini-
tiatives or have had agreements with their fund-

ing partners to temporarily suspend operations or 
have had no-cost extension agreements with their 
funding partners. Unfortunately, none of the re-
sponding organisations have had their projects or 
programs scaled up to give provision to respond to 
the COVID-19 crisis. 

Relations with funding partners



Figure 17: Relations with funding partners/investors 
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When asked if they had initiated programs to 
raise awareness and mitigate against COVID-19, 
all responding organisations indicated that they 
had; they were mainly involved in information 
dissemination through various platforms to the 
communities that they serve. Approximately 
87.50% were also involved in the provision and 

distribution of hand sanitisers and soap while 
62.50% went as far as procuring PPE such as face 
masks, hand gloves, surgical gowns, and caps for 
health workers. At the time of reporting, none of 
the organisations indicated that they were pro-
viding food parcels to the vulnerable communi-
ties. 

Involvement in initiatives to mitigate COVID-19 

Involvement in initiatives/programs to mitigate COVID-19
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Figure 18: Efforts towards mitigating against COVID-19 (initiatives developed)

24



Most of the COVID-19 related initiatives were 
funded by their existing donors, and of this 
50% was sourced from international donors, 

25% from internal reserves and some from in-
ternational and local individuals as well dona-
tions received through crowdfunding.

Source of funding for initiatives developed due to COVID-19

Figure 19: Source of funding for initiatives developed
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We asked the respondents on what they think 
could be the overall impact of COVID-19 on 
their organisations. The majority (89%) of the 
respondents were very optimistic, they felt that 
they would be able to weather the storm. They 

expressed that overall, there would be minimum 
impact with a few setbacks. Only 11% thought 
that they would perform better considering the 
research and advocacy opportunities that came 
up due to COVID-19. 

Impact and Overall effect of COVID-19 on Think Tanks 
in Zimbabwe

Advocacy During COVID-19 | May 2021

Figure 20: Perceptions on overall impact of COVID-19 within organisation
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Lessons Learnt and Areas of Discussion
Most Think Tanks, globally as well as those 
who responded to our survey, exhibited a 
level of ‘agility’ in having to adjust to change 
in the working/operating environment. 
They were able to react and adapt in a crisis, 
especially as far as information technology 
(IT) and even the use of artificial intelligence 
(AI) is concerned. They have managed to 
produce notable work in the form of policy 
briefs, think pieces, discussion pieces, blogs 
and even peer reviewed papers that have in-
fluenced policies around COVID-19 and its 
mitigation. 

The pandemic has also created opportu-
nities for Think Tanks to re-evaluate their 
work and roles. Administration costs es-
pecially rentals have usually stretched the 
budgets of Think Tanks. The ‘new normal’ 
has provided an alternative way of attaining 
the same results but at a much cheaper cost. 
This has the potential to allow for re-alloca-
tion of resources to, for example, strength-
ening human capital within the organisation 
through online trainings to enhance their 
digital literacy. 

On a different note, five (5) out of the 12 
responding Think Tanks commented that 
they had to change their focus and re-
search interest to concentrate on what the 
funders/donors were currently interested 
in, COVID-19 research. This suggests that 
Think Tanks may need to strengthen their 
donor relations which may allow them to 
negotiate the terms for the research (swim), 
face completely drift, focusing on donor in-
terests (go with the tide) or completely shut 
down operations (sink), due to lack of fund-
ing. 

None of the organisations under study com-
pletely shut down their operations, although 
some downsized. They also noted that the 
pandemic had caused minimal impact with 
setbacks being experienced and that they 
will quickly recover post pandemic. This 
suggests that their attitudes remain positive 
despite facing adversities around operations 
and funding. While this positive thinking is 
important; Think Tanks and related organi-
sations are bastions of learning and research, 
they require flexible financial assistance to 
be able to stay relevant.

The organisations under study are known 
for being hubs of expertise and ideas that are 
rooted in evidence-based research to influ-
ence the policy making processes. Their re-
sponses are not necessarily representative of 
broader civil society but provide important 
insights on how COVID-19 disrupted ways 
of working. Despite their optimism about 
the future very few made a significant con-
tribution in terms of developing COVID-19 
specific interventions. There was very lim-
ited input by AFOs into COVID-19 related 
policy making. In fact, the media played a 
more visible role in tracking use of public 
resources. Some of the work done by the 
media led to the dismissal of the then Min-
ister of Health and Child Care. As already 
stated, government’s policy making machine 
was in overdrive in a context where advoca-
cy entities were trying to reposition them-
selves and were learning to work virtually. 
The above suggests the need for improved 
capacities and ensuring that organisations 
are nimble and adaptable to new operation-
al challenges.  

On the other hand, the impact of COVID-19 

However, the ‘new normal’ has also increased the need to expand in the use of technology 
with costs such as data and even purchase of hardware now required not for one office, but 
several sites of operation where staff operate from remotely." 
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on health delivery, socio-economic 
well-being and the broader economy 
has made the work of these advocacy 
focused organisation even more rel-
evant. It has brought to the fore the 
need for structural reforms around 
improved health delivery, viable so-

cial safety nets and inclusive econo-
mies. These are issues that have been 
on the radar for many but without 
comprehensive advocacy. Perhaps 
the new conditions could sway gov-
ernment to pay attention to the issues 
being raised via advocacy.
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