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Although the effects of  the Greek 
crisis are by now well known, relative-
ly little attention has been paid to the 
impact on Greek civil society, broadly 
understood as the sphere of  citizens’ 
self-organisation in not-for-profit 
activities. A recent edited volume 
of  research1 helped to cast light on 
this subject. This article summarises 
some of  the main findings. 

Two decades ago, it was noted that 
“if  a latter-day de Tocqueville 
were to visit Greece, he would 

not conclude that Greece is a country 
of  joiners”.2  Most social scientists since 
have agreed with the view that Greek 
civil society is weak, with comparative 
studies showing that the country has 
low levels of  relevant indicators such as 
associational membership, volunteering 
and social trust. This is reflected in the 
limited size and scale of  the country’s 
non-profit sector: a recent survey found 
that there were fewer than 500 non-profit 
organisations active beyond the neigh-
bourhood level,3  while a 2010 European 
Commission study estimated the value of  
volunteer work in Greece at less than 1% 
of  GDP, compared to 3-5% in northern 
Europe.4 Explanations put forward for 
this phenomenon include the historic 
legacy of  a “clientelistic” Ottoman state, 
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Greece including but not limited to actions to 
relieve the effects of  the crisis. At the 
same time, a new wave of  informal ini-
tiatives have also mushroomed across the 
country. Many of  these were launched 
by left-leaning groups and networks, 
and some eventually converged with an-
ti-austerity political parties. These grass-
roots initiatives include medical centres, 
pharmacies, soup kitchens, and crammer 
schools which are all run free of  charge 
by volunteers, as well as new distribution 
networks for unwanted food, clothes and 
other essentials. An important factor for 
this increased civic engagement has been 
a surge in feelings of  solidarity, aroused 
by the crisis. The public outpouring of  
support for the huge numbers of  refugees 
recently entering Greece similarly testi-
fies to such compassionate engagement. 
Less altruistic factors have also played a 
role in the increased volunteer numbers, 
however, such as people using volunteer-
ing as a strategy to find employment or to 
gain preferential access to needed goods 
or services.

A second and related notable develop-
ment has been the expansion of  the social 
welfare role played by civil society, in the 
face of  cuts to state social protection and 
healthcare. One knock-on effect of  the 
high unemployment levels is that a signif-
icant proportion of  the population have 
lost their access to state medical provision, 
which is linked to social security contribu-
tions usually paid by employers. As family 
support networks have also been hit by 
falling household income levels, NGOs 
have seen an exponential rise in demand 
by Greeks for health services and other 
welfare activities, including soup kitchens 
and homeless services, which were previ-
ously mainly used by marginalised migrant 
and minority groups. Some organisations 

the traditional domination of  the public 
sphere by political parties, the importance 
of  family social support networks, and 
the lack of  policies to promote active citi-
zenship. Since 2010, the crisis has radical-
ly changed the context for civil society in 
Greece, however. The Greek population 
has suffered from a recession comparable 
to the US Great Depression, unemploy-
ment levels of  around 25% (double that 
for young people), and a drop of  one 
third of  total household income, leaving a 
third of  the population at risk of  poverty 
or social exclusion,5 among other conse-
quences.6 These shocks have profoundly 
affected the context for civil society in 
Greece. Among the many and complex 
developments, a number of  trends are 
particularly prominent.

A first major trend is the increasing in-
volvement of  Greeks in volunteering and 
social solidarity activities. Volunteering 
levels have traditionally been extreme-
ly low in Greece, with the country con-
sistently being ranked near the bottom 
of  comparative surveys of  volunteering. 
Since the outbreak of  the crisis, however, 
there has been a clear upturn in the 
number of  Greeks engaging in some 
form of  voluntary action. Across the 
country, non-profit organisations have 
been reporting increased numbers of  
volunteers, for a wide range of  activities, 

The Greek population has suffered from a recession comparable to the US Great Depression, 
unemployment levels of around 25%, and a drop of one third of total household income, leaving 
a third of the population at risk of poverty or social exclusion, among other consequences.
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and groups have been successful in increasing their 
fundraising and/or mobilising new volunteers in 
order to expand such welfare services. Others have 
realigned their activities to give increased priority 
to basic welfare provision in Greece, cutting, for 
example, aid programmes in developing countries 
in order to focus on meeting local needs.

A third change has been the emergence of  a 
more competitive funding environment which 
is changing the dynamics of  Greece’s non-profit 
sector. For decades, many organisations automat-
ically received state funding, with limited mon-
itoring of  their use of  the funds – one factor 
which contributed to the widespread mistrust of  
the NGO sector among the Greek public. This 
system ended abruptly in 2010 with the slashing 
of  state funding programmes. The cuts in public 
funding coincided with a drop in individual chari-
table giving, reflecting the dwindling of  disposable 
incomes. While many of  Greece’s philanthropic 
foundations have made important efforts to fill 
the funding gaps,7 they have also become stricter 
in their funding requirements. As a result, many 

non-profit organisations had to develop their 
fundraising strategies, often for the first time, and 
this in turn entailed improving their accountabil-
ity and communications. Initially, it was mainly 
the country’s few “flagship” NGOs – often the 
national branches of  international organisations – 
which were able to adapt rapidly and maintain or 
even expand their services, while many less profes-
sionalised organisations were forced to scale back 
their work. Though insufficient funding remains a 
huge challenge, gradually, and with the support of  
various capacity-building initiatives, more organ-
isations have managed to diversify their funding 
sources, including through accessing project-based 
grant funding and through the steadily growing 
domains of  crowd-funding and private sector CSR 
partnerships. Indeed it is notable that 157 recent-
ly surveyed organisations had collectively created 
over two thousand jobs in the period 2011-2013.8 

Where do these developments leave Greek 
civil society today? An optimistic view would be 
that the new wave of  citizen’s engagement com-
bined with the increased autonomy from the state 

Since the outbreak 
of the crisis, 
however, there has 
been a clear upturn 
in the number of 
Greeks engaging 
in some form of 
voluntary action.

Soup kitchen volunteers 
serve food in Athens. 
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is bringing about a coming of  age of  Greek civil 
society, paving the way for a more mature, dynamic 
sector that can more effectively fulfil its potential 
not only to contribute to welfare provision, but also 
to promote social justice and even contribute to 
economic recovery. The energy and commitment 
of  those involved in the countless civil society ini-
tiatives across the country is certainly inspiring and 
encouraging – as recognised by the recent nomina-
tion of  Greek volunteers for the Nobel peace prize 
for their assistance in the refugee crisis.

A cautious observer might argue that such op-
timism is premature, however, for a number of  
reasons. Firstly, Greek civil society organisations 
still lag considerably behind their counterparts in 
much of  Europe and elsewhere. It is indicative 
that while in 2015, World Giving Index reported 
that volunteering rates in Greece had more than 
doubled since 2012, from 3% to 7% (such figures 
tend not include informal volunteering), neverthe-
less the country was still ranked at an unimpressive 
132nd place out of  145 countries in its volunteer-
ing ranking.9 Moreover, it is by no means certain 
that much of  the currently increased engagement 
of  Greeks will translate into longer-term voluntary 
activity, since informal initiatives are often short-
lived, and experience from other countries shows 
that crisis-related volunteering tends to drop after 
the emergency passes. Another challenge for 
longer-term civil society development is the luke-
warm stance of  the state. Comparative studies 
show that dynamic, constructive civil societies 
tend to develop in countries where governments 
advance the value of  the civil society for democ-
racy, citizenship and economic development.10 To 
date, successive Greek governments have failed to 
effectively promote civil society or even to provide 
a clear legal framework for its functioning. It is 
indicative that draft legislation to establish an of-
ficial database of  civil society organisations and a 
legal basis for the recognition of  volunteers (they 
currently risk being viewed as uninsured labour 
by the tax authorities) was stalled due to the 

elections in 2015 and has yet to be reviewed by the  
current government. 

However, it would be unrealistic to expect the 
changes to Greek civil society to be more rapid 
or profound than those already observed, since 
patterns of  civil society development depend to a 
great extent on slow-changing social and political 
norms. Only time will tell if  the changes provoked 
by the crisis will be consolidated and will influence 
the future path of  development of  Greek civil 
society. If  a latter-day de Tocqueville were to visit 
Greece today, he would probably want to reserve 
his judgement.
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It would be unrealistic to expect the changes to Greek civil society to be more 
rapid or profound than those already observed, since patterns of civil society 
development depend to a great extent on slow-changing social and political norms. 

In 2015, World Giving Index 
reported that volunteering 
rates in Greece had more 
than doubled since 2012, 

from 3% to 7%.
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