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Present-day South Africa is characterised by many societal and developmental issues, such as 
HIV awareness and prevention, child-headed households, environmental protection, poverty 
alleviation, violence and victim aid. However, it is widely acknowledged that government 
alone cannot address these issues effectively. The role of non-profit organisations (NPOs) in 
addressing social and development issues is increasingly emphasised. NPOs work at grass-
roots level and they can therefore, on the whole, identify societal vulnerabilities and risks 
earlier than the government sector. However, due to the economic recession, NPOs operate 
in a competitive environment where an increasing number of NPOs rely on a small number 
of donors and other resources. NPOs should therefore differentiate themselves from the 
competition in order to obtain public legitimacy and funding. Corporate identity management 
is important for NPOs to fulfil their role in social welfare and thus contribute to disaster risk 
reduction. The exploratory nature of this study dictates a qualitative research approach. 
Semi-structured interviews with management of five NPOs in the social welfare sector were 
conducted in order to provide an answer to the study’s research question: ‘To what extent 
do NPOs in the social welfare sector practise corporate identity management, in order to 
prevent and address social welfare risks?’ The research found that NPOs do not realise the 
full potential of managing their corporate identities. NPOs therefore do not take advantage 
of a strong and distinct corporate identity which would allow them to ensure their ability to 
assess, address, reduce and/or alleviate vulnerabilities and disaster risks. 

Introduction
Background of the study
South Africa has made remarkable progress in consolidating the country’s transition to 
democracy, but millions of South Africans, both urban and rural, are still confronted with 
having to survive unemployment, homelessness, lack of basic services, HIV, food insecurity and 
unacceptable levels of crime and violence. Confronted by the complexity of these development 
challenges, possibly one of the biggest failures is a lack of communication between the various 
sectors and stakeholders1 in development (Degenaar 2012 [Public Relations Officer, NG Welfare, 
pers. comm.]; Mbuli 2008; Miller 2012 [Chief Executive Officer, Project Literacy, pers. comm.]).

In this context of developmental challenges non-profit organisations (NPOs) inherently work 
toward vulnerability reduction through social welfare, thus providing a voice to the poor, 
creating platforms for relationships characterised by mutual trust, and positioning themselves as 
organisations aimed at changing the face of South Africa’s developmental state.

However, due to an increasing growth in the number of NPOs in South Africa these organisations 
operate in a highly competitive environment where everyone is largely dependent on donors2 
for financial support. It is becoming increasingly expensive and difficult to gain funds (Cutlip et 
al. 2002:304; Fussell, Sisco, Collins & Zoch 2009; Wilcox & Cameron 2006). Although obtaining 
donations is not the only criterion for success in the NPO sector, the importance of donors 
and donations in the non-profit sector is inimitable. NPOs, to a greater extent than for-profit 
organisations, depend on a positive corporate image in order to collect and/or gain funding, 
since they do not offer a product to sell, but rely on people’s goodwill and positive perceptions 
of the organisation (Dyer et al. 2002:13–17; Sargeant 2001). Furthermore, NPOs need to inform 
and educate potential donors about real needs and problems within the communities they serve 
(Wiggill et al. 2009), many of which could have a profound impact on the level of disaster risk. 
Within the framework of this research disaster risk reduction (DRR) is defined as:

1.A stakeholder is any individual or group of individuals who are affected by the decisions, activities and achievements of the organisation 
and who, in turn, might affect the organisation (Holtzhausen 2008).

2.NPOs can receive donations from donors without having to return the funds or in some cases donors can expect NPOs to deliver 
services or reports to their beneficiaries (Skinner, Von Essen & Mersham 2004; Wilcox & Cameron 2006; Wiggill, Naude & Fourie 2009).
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the systematic development and application of policies, 
strategies and practices to minimise vulnerabilities and disaster 
risk throughout a society, to avoid (prevent) or to limit (mitigate 
and prepare) adverse impacts of hazards, within the broader 
context of sustainable development (International Strategy for 
Disaster Reductions [ISDR] 2002:25; Van der Waldt 2009; Van 
Riet 2009).

Applying this definition to the NPO sector in South Africa 
indicates that NPOs are faced with the struggle to deal with 
the consequences of government’s failure to address many 
social welfare issues, as well as the challenge to differentiate 
themselves and stand out from the masses in order to have 
a competitive advantage (Judd 2001:6; Swilling & Russell 
2002). Relationships with donors, in particular, have to 
be built for the sustainable survival of the organisations, 
thereby enabling DRR activities. A method that NPOs can 
use to differentiate themselves is to maintain and manage 
their corporate identity (Belasen 2008:127; Van Dyk 2007:6).

If the NPOs succeed in managing their corporate identities 
effectively, it may serve as the foundation for developing 
and maintaining positive relationships with their respective 
donors as well as a means to position themselves strategically 
within the communities that they serve. Although some 
NPOs recognise that their relationships with donors is 
of great importance for their survival, various forms of 
communication, such as corporate identity management, 
take place without the necessary planning and without 
clear objectives for the development of these relationships 
(Cornelissen 2012; Dyer et al. 2002:15). NPOs need a positive 
image and reputation due to financial implications where 
they do not have sufficient funds to support or market 
themselves effectively. A good relationship with donors 
is essential, since they have the power to positively or 
negatively influence the organisation’s goal attainment 
(Holtzhausen 2008) and to contribute to multi-stakeholder 
DRR. Against this background NPOs should be able to 
create and establish relationships with various stakeholders, 
particularly donors, by means of managing their corporate 
identities, thus creating a tool that can enable them to position 
themselves as organisations that are able to address, alleviate 
and influence positively the many societal problems which 
are characteristic to South Africa.

Research objective
Against this background this study aims to address the 
following research objective: to determine to what extent 
NPOs in the social welfare sector practise corporate identity 
management, in order to prevent and alleviate social welfare 
risks.

Key focus on the study
In order to address the above-mentioned research objective, 
the theoretical framework underlining the study should be 
examined, namely corporate identity management.

Corporate identity: Defining the term
Within the literature there are several views that give 
insights about the terms ‘corporate identity’ and ‘corporate 
identity management’. Some academics are of the opinion 
that the term ‘identity’ has expanded to the point where 
it forms the basis for concepts such as image, reputation 
and trademarks (Van Riel 1995). Young (2001) argues that 
corporate identity refers to what is central, distinctive and 
enduring about the organisation. Others, such as Van 
Riel and Balmer (1997) and Cornelissen and Elving (2003), 
argue that identity is manifested in the values, beliefs, 
behaviour, communication and symbols that are unique to 
the organisation. It furthermore refers to the basic profile 
that an organisation wants to project to all of its stakeholders 
and how the organisation is seen in terms of the image and 
reputation of the organisation (Cornelissen 2008:11). For the 
purpose of this study, corporate identity can be defined as: 

… the planned presentation of an organisation. It is created, 
amongst others, from the foundation laid by the vision and 
mission of the organisation, organisational strategies, daily 
operations, products (where applicable) and services, personnel 
policies, structure, culture to marketing. (Cornelissen & Elving 
2003; Ingenhoff & Fuhrer 2010; Melewar & Wooldridge 2001; 
Otubanjo, Amujo & Cornelius 2010; Van Riel 1995; Van Riel & 
Balmer 1997)

Corporate identity: Elements
Based on the above-mentioned definition, there are three 
main components that need to be kept in mind when 
managing corporate identity (Bick, Abratt & Bergman 2008; 
Cornelissen & Elving 2003; Otubanjo & Melewar 2007; Van 
den Bosch, De Jong & Elving 2004; Van Riel 1995; Van Riel 
& Balmer 1997). Symbolism is one of the most important 
components from an identity management viewpoint, as this 
is the component the organisation has the most control over. 
It is the starting point for developing an identity as it reflects 
the essence of the organisation. Symbolism consists of visual 
and non-visual elements. Visual identity elements aim to make 
the organisation recognisable in order to distinguish it from 
other organisations. Typical visual identity elements include: 
the organisation’s name; logo; colours; signs and billboards, et 
cetera. Non-visual identity elements are not concrete or tangible, 
but often represent themselves in the visible elements of 
the identity (Allessandri 2001). These can include, amongst 
others, organisational values, organisational objectives and 
organisational structure. 

These elements are conveyed to stakeholders by means of 
communication and behaviour. Communication includes all 
intentional messages sent by the organisation to different 
stakeholders, including donors (Körver & Van Ruler 2003; 
Stuart & Kerr 1999; Van Riel 1995).

Identity is furthermore shaped by the organisation’s 
behaviour (Körver & Van Ruler 2003; Melewar & Storrie 
2001; Van Rekom 1997; Van Riel 1995). Just as individuals 
are judged by their actions, organisations can be judged by 
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the manner in which they behave (operate). Organisational 
behaviour could include the interactions amongst employees 
of the NPO (internally) as well as all interactions between the 
NPO as organisation and its different external stakeholders 
such as donors. Company behaviour is difficult to manage 
and often manifests itself in non-visual cues.

Corporate identity thus consists of several elements, which 
may include, amongst others, the body’s logo, colours, 
names, communication elements, vision, mission, values, 
history, culture, nature and more. The focus of this paper is 
specifically on the way literature indicates corporate identity 
should be managed in order to serve as a means to establish 
relationships with the stakeholders, particularly donors, and 
ultimately, position the NPO as an organisation able to assess 
possible risk-related societal and developmental issues in the 
social welfare sector.

Corporate identity: Management
The management of an organisation’s identity is of strategic 
value and requires a multidisciplinary approach (Van Riel 
& Balmer 1997:341). According to literature the purpose of 
managing an identity is to create a favourable reputation 
amongst the organisation’s stakeholders that may create a 
preference regarding their decision to support the specific 
organisation through buying its products and making use of 
its services, to work for the organisation, and to invest in the 
organisation or donate funds as in the case of NPOs (Van Riel 
& Balmer 1997:341–342).

Identity management can be defined as ‘the strategic 
development of a specific and coherent image of 
an organisation that is constantly communicated to 
stakeholders’ (Cornelissen & Elving 2003:116). This implies 
that the organisation has a management philosophy that 
is embedded in the mission and vision of the organisation. 
The values associated with this philosophy need to be 
communicated from the management to employees and 
external stakeholders (Melewar, Karaosmanoglu & Paterson 
2005:61). Effective identity management requires that the 
organisation apply certain principles. For the purposes of 
this paper and considering the nature of the organisations 
that took part in the research the following aspects seem 
to be most applicable: visibility, consistency, authenticity, 
distinctiveness, transparency, credibility and increased 
interaction with stakeholders (Abratt 1989; Belasen 2008; 
Boyd 2003; Fombrun & Van Riel 2004; Melewar & Saunders 
1998; Quirke & Lamb 1999; Van den Bosch et al. 2005, 2006; 
Van Riel & Balmer 1997):

•	 Visibility: refers to the organisation’s exposure. Stakeholders 
need to be able to see what the organisation is trying to 
project. 

•	 Consistency: means that the elements of the identity are 
applied as was intended. Everything the organisation 
does should underline the identity of the organisation. 
The identity should be so clear-cut that it becomes a 
measurement tool for all other activities. Being consistent 

allows the organisation to be unified, especially in its 
behaviour.

•	 Authenticity: will entail that the organisation goes back 
to its origin, history and traditions and then uses that as 
a means to develop a genuine, powerful and trustworthy 
identity that stands the test of time. It almost provides the 
organisation with a ‘being grounded feeling’.

•	 Distinctiveness: refers to the unique position of the 
organisation in the minds of stakeholders. Being 
distinctive means emphasising something unique about 
the organisation and steering it away from the competition 
and into a specific place within the stakeholders’ frame of 
mind.

•	 Transparency: means the organisation does what it 
says it will do; almost ‘what you see is what you get’. 
Stakeholders can trust the organisation, knowing that the 
organisation is real, with nothing to hide.

•	 Credibility: A credible organisation is seen as sincere, 
genuine, accurate and reliable. The organisation must be 
clear about who and/or what it is. There must be consensus 
on this within the organisation. The organisation must 
articulate its identity and remain true to that identity.

•	 Increased interaction with stakeholders: refers to increasing 
contact (conversations) with the organisation’s internal 
and external stakeholders. In the case of NPOs, this could 
refer to regular conversations between the organisations 
and their respective donors.

It is clear that NPOs should manage their corporate identity 
as a whole by focusing on all of the above-mentioned aspects, 
but this is no easy task.

The non-profit sector
Non-profit organisations in South Africa are ‘vulnerable 
and susceptible to the winds of change which blow from 
all sides’ (Miller 2012 [pers. comm.]). These organisations 
function in a context characterised by hopelessness, poverty, 
crime, ill-health and multiple disaster risk stressors (Eloff 
2012 [Director, Potchefstroom Service Centre for the Aged, 
pers. comm.]; Herman 2012 [Deputy General Secretary, 
Solidarity, pers. comm.]; Miller 2012 [pers. comm.]; Van Riet 
& Van Niekerk 2012). Non-profit organisations experience 
tremendous frustrations due to the lack of resources and 
finances. The fact that the need in our society is far greater 
than can be imagined, and that the time is too limited to give 
sufficient attention to specific persons in need, even further 
increases the feeling of being overwhelmed (Degenaar 2012 
[pers. comm.]).

Within this context NPOs play an important role in 
contributing to DRR in South Africa by examining the 
nature of communities’ vulnerability and, on the basis of 
that analysis, incorporating appropriate measures (Benson, 
Twigg & Myers 2001; Holloway 2003; Van Riet 2012). Non-
profit organisations should be able to articulate a clear actual 
or perceived threat, identify a victim and expose a possible 
source. This will fire public interest, give rise to lobbying 
and ultimately to regulations can be introduced in order to 
address this issue (Tench & Yeomans 2006).
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From a corporate identity management perspective these 
organisations need to stay true to the mission and vision of 
the organisation, providing quality in the work they do and 
represent. They should be more responsive and transparent 
with a commitment to work at increasing the impact made by 
NPOs (Miller 2012 [pers. comm.]). According to Tench and 
Yeomans (2006), the information send out by NPOs should be 
beyond reproach in order for them to retain their reputation 
and credibility and to gain mutual understanding between 
the organisation and its many stakeholders. This emphasises 
the importance of dialogue between all parties involved. 

The NPOs that formed part of this research included five 
organisations from the social welfare sector in South Africa: 

•	 NG Welfare: is a charity that portrays something of God’s 
love to people in need. The branches all over South Africa 
are involved in different communities through several 
actions and projects. Their focus of community work is on 
poverty, HIV and drug abuse, as well as on the protection 
of vulnerable children, child neglect and abuse, women 
and the elderly, regardless of race, creed or gender. The 
activities are aimed at developing independence amongst 
the people and empowering them in order to enable them 
to help themselves. NG Welfare is a registered Welfare 
Organisation (Art. 13, Law 110 of 1978) as well as a Non 
Profit Organisation (NPO Act 71 of 1997). Their mission 
is being committed to a comprehensive professional 
welfare service. Their vision is optimal functioning 
of the individual, family, and community to God and 
their credo is faith, hope and love in action. Typically 
within the context of DRR this would imply that the 
organisation is constantly challenged to effectively link 
people experiencing social problems with resources 
in the community in which it functions. If indeed these 
resources do not exist, it would imply that NG Welfare 
would develop these resources where needed (Degenaar 
2012 [pers. comm.]).

•	 FAMSA: The Family and Marriage Society of South Africa 
(FAMSA) is the national leader in services that enhance 
relationships. They strive to support individuals, families, 
organisations, communities and society in building, 
restoring and sustaining functional relationships. From 
a DRR perspective they believe that healthy and stable 
relationships promote healthy individuals, families and 
communities. The family is the nucleus of society, and 
when it weakens or crumbles the stability of the entire 
community is affected dramatically. It is thus imperative 
to initiate and coordinate resources in order to maintain 
a healthy and happy marriage and family life. FAMSA 
was established as a result of this need, according to 
M. Oelofse, Director of FAMSA, Potchefstroom, in a 
conversation with the author in 2012.

•	 Project Literacy: This organisation was established in 1973 
to address the needs of illiterate and semi-literate adults 
in South Africa and has more than 30 years of experience 
in ABET (Adult Basic Education Training) provision. The 
link between DRR and education is well known and ample 
research exists in this regard (UNICEF 2012). It is a well-

established and respected non-governmental organisation 
(NGO). This organisation reaches adult learners nation-
wide through offices in the different provinces. Project 
Literacy is involved in the development and provision 
of a wide range of successful Education and Training 
programmes for learners and educators from ABET level 
1 through to NQF 6. They develop materials for large civic 
education campaigns such as the Independent Electoral 
Commission and the European Union Commission 
for Human Rights. Learning material also includes 
ABET levels 1–4 for the current General Education and 
Training Certificate (GETC) as well as training material 
for clients who require customised interventions. They 
work in partnership with government departments, 
corporate clients, other NGOs, community organisations 
and educational bodies. Project Literacy writes relevant, 
accessible materials for adults and its success in linking 
educator training and learner materials programmes has 
been used by both government and the private sector 
(Miller 2012 [pers. comm.]).

•	 Potchefstroom Service Centre for the Aged: The 
Potchefstroom Service Centre for the Aged was 
established in October 1983. The aim of this centre is to 
provide services that would enable the elderly to function 
independently in the community for as long as possible. 
The success of the centre lies in the active involvement 
of its members and the community (Eloff 2012 [pers. 
comm.]). Primary services include social work services 
such as preparation for retirement; social, emotional, 
psychological and spiritual needs for members; nursing 
services; transport; domestic and gardening services; and 
meals. Secondary services include hairdressing, tours and 
excursions, indoor and outdoor activities, as well as club 
meetings.

•	 Solidarity: Solidarity believes that institutions should 
be created through which its members and their 
communities may live and prosper. Solidarity functions in 
the Christian tradition of trade unionism, and its unique 
approach to trade unionism differs therefore from that of 
COSATU (one of the other major unions in South Africa). 
Solidarity Movement includes the following institutions: 
the Solidarity union; civil rights organisation AfriForum; 
service organisation Helping Hand; technical training 
centre Sol-Tech; telematic higher education institution 
Academia; Solidarity Financial Services; Empowerment 
Fund Solidarity Growth Fund; Solidarity Investment 
Company; Solidarity Property Company; the Campus; the 
new internet-driven-media house Marula Media; Kraal 
Publishers; and the Solidarity Research Institute (Herman 
2012 [pers. comm.]). In contributing to DRR in South 
Africa, Solidarity’s main task is to ensure job security, to 
improve employment conditions and to eliminate injustice 
in the workplace.

Research methodology
Research approach and method
A qualitative research approach was applied with the use 
of semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews 
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include a standard set of questions that define the line of 
thought, with one or more questions tailored to clarify certain 
aspects of the respondents’ responses as well as probing the 
respondents’ reasoning (Leedy & Ormrod 2010:188; Wagnet, 
Kawulich & Garner 2012:133). The five interviews were 
conducted with management from the NPOs concerned with 
numerous responsibilities such as the administration of the 
organisations, communication and day-to-day activities, 
to name but a few. The majority of the organisations do 
not have an individual who is responsible solely for the 
communication function. It is usually the directors, social 
workers, and others with the responsibility to perform these 
functions that do so above and beyond their normal daily 
operations.

Data collection method
Before the interviews could be conducted, legitimacy had to 
be established. The researcher explained that she was from 
the North-West University and had undertaken a research 
project aimed at identity management in the non-profit 
sector. The interviewer also emphasised the importance 
of the research during each of the interviews. During the 
interviews it was possible to establish a form of rapport with 
the interviewees, which had a positive effect on the interview 
situations. Here reference was made to telephonic as well as 
electronic correspondence that explained the importance 
of the project to the respondents. It had already laid some 
foundation before the researcher and the respondents came 
into face-to-face contact with one another.

Ethical considerations during the semi-
structured interviews
During a semi-structured interview the respondents are not 
absolutely anonymous (Babbie 2004:66; Hocking, Stacks 
& McDermott 2003:247) and so, during this study, it was 
important to provide a guarantee that the identity of the 
respondents, their names and other details would be kept 
strictly confidential. Their responses were thus grouped 
together and no personal reference was made to any of their 
comments in the discussion of the results. The interviews 
were recorded with the permission of the interviewees as 
well as transcribed for future reference.

Data analysis
The results were analysed according to the theoretical 
guidelines set out in the literature study and are qualitatively 
discussed. The aim of this paper and of the exploratory 
research conducted at this stage is not to compare 
the operations of the different NPOs but to create an 
understanding of the essence of what corporate identity 
management entails within the context of these NPOs as well 
as how these organisations can utilise their identities in order 
to create a powerful platform from which dialogue can stem 
forth so that these NPOs can conduct their daily operations, 
contribute to DRR and build relationships with important 
stakeholders within the challenging social welfare sphere 
of South Africa in order to support the masses who would 

otherwise be vulnerable and often desperate. This study is a 
work in progress and much work still needs to be done. The 
current aim is to lay a foundation and work from there.

Limitations of the research
From an academic viewpoint the management of corporate 
identity within the context of NPOs was addressed, but the 
study did not focus on the application of the organisations’ 
different identities within the unique social context wherein 
they operate. Furthermore, the nature of the organisations 
differed significantly (despite all operating in the social 
welfare sector) which could contribute to an unfair playing 
field with regard to how corporate identity management 
could be structured. Although organisational behaviour and 
communication, as elements of identity management, were 
addressed during the interviews, these elements could be 
elaborated on in more detail. This will necessitate an in-depth 
study on the theory of strategic communication management 
and whether this theoretical viewpoint is in any way relevant 
to this very unique context. This paper did not incorporate 
a developmental communication framework, which 
would contribute significantly to the body of knowledge 
surrounding this topic. From a research perspective, this 
study can also be repeated at other NPOs in South Africa, 
especially NPOs from different sectors which would provide 
a new-found basis for the management of corporate identities 
and their influence on stakeholder relationships. Also, 
additional interviews could be conducted, not only with the 
management of the different NPOs, but more specifically 
those involved in daily operations so as to provide further 
insight into how the NPOs structure and manage their 
identities with regard to their donors and other stakeholders, 
keeping in mind their responsibility with regard to DRR.

Findings and discussion
In general it seems that there is willingness in all five of the 
organisations who took part in this research project, and 
planning processes are in place, to address and prevent the 
major societal problems with which they are confronted. 
People in need turn increasingly to NPOs whilst many of 
these organisations struggle to make ends meet with the 
state that threatens their subsidy or even worse, withdraws 
funding completely. For these NPOs, obtaining operating 
funds is a necessity that dominates much of their efforts. 
Without generous contributions from companies and 
individuals whose money is hard earned these organisations 
can find it difficult to exist. Funders (such as companies 
and other stakeholders) also have different expectations 
and these expectations are increasing because people at all 
levels of society are experiencing financial difficulties (Eloff 
2012 [pers. comm.]; Herman 2012 [pers. comm.]; Miller 2012 
[pers. comm.]). Within this context, NPOs’ communication 
functions focus on those who have an interest in the 
organisations and in that regard identity management is very 
important for these organisations’ wide range of stakeholders 
and services.
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Although there is some level of identity management found 
in the five organisations who took part in the research 
project, there is still much room for refinement and a more 
integrated approach. These organisations do not always have 
the funds to appoint communication practitioners to manage 
this function in order to perform, so it does not receive the 
necessary attention and is not always the priority it should 
be. The communication function, with specific reference 
to identity management, is often the responsibility of one 
of the employees, for example, a social worker with little 
or no knowledge of communication. With the exception of 
Solidarity and NG Welfare, the organisations did not have a 
communication practitioner who could take responsibility for 
the management of the NPO’s identity. Identity management 
is used to build relationships with various interest groups by 
keeping them constantly informed about the organisations 
and their various functions. Factors such as lack of funds and 
personnel, and different target markets (homes for the aged, 
welfare offices, child and youth care centres and community 
work), tend to complicate these efforts. 

Furthermore, the interviewees’ responses indicated that in 
many ways they try to communicate their identity to their 
stakeholders in a visual manner. It is interesting to note that 
most organisations tend to focus on the logo and regard it 
as the largest and most important visual means. One of the 
interviewees mentioned that: ‘… We are visible through our 
logo. The logo makes us a corporate organisation and not just 
another welfare organisation’. It seems that the organisations 
realise there is some consistency in the application of the 
organisation’s identity, although the majority indicated that 
variation is allowed and in some cases they do not really know 
how to stop or prevent this, as is evident from the following 
responses: ‘We try to keep the colours the same – we have 
a specific pantone for our logo, but I often come across 
many variations of the colour of official documentation’. In 
addition, it appears that some of the NPOs allow variation 
because they feel pressure when they try to be consistent as 
some sections of the organisation are hostile to the parent 
organisation. So they allow a certain level of chaos, as long as 
the primary functions of these sections are performed, as is 
evident from the following response: ‘As long as it looks neat 
and professional we do not care’.

The majority of respondents indicated that the authenticity 
of the identity is of utmost importance and the focus of who 
they are and what they are trying to achieve. Almost all of the 
organisations stated that they are proud of their history, about 
what they have accomplished over time and that they strive 
to reach their future goals. Examples of such responses are: 
‘We are proud of our heritage. We’ve come very far and that 
is our strength’, ‘Our organisation has stood the test of time. 
We communicate that to our employees as well as our external 
stakeholders’ and ‘We know what we stand for and how we 
can make a difference’. Each of the organisations was aware 
of what their unique identity entails and the way in which 
they can address the needs of society. Some respondents 
stated that their organisations do not have a manual on how 

their identity must be used and communicated, but they 
still try to apply transparency. The organisations indicated 
that they are ‘honest’, ‘open’ and ‘trustworthy’ in terms 
of what they do. Each organisation indicated that they 
need to communicate the organisation’s functions to their 
stakeholders, such as donors, if they wish to receive funding. 
NPOs should not, as respondents put it, ‘hide’ what they do 
with the funds, because transparency serves as a means to 
gain trust and to build a relationship with the stakeholders. 
They all indicated that they needed to explain what they 
currently were busy with. Several of the organisations 
indicated that the expression of the organisation’s values is 
part of the credibility of the organisation. One such a response 
illustrates this by saying: ‘It manifests itself in the services we 
provide’. During the interviews it was clear that the NPOs 
value the aspect requiring them to be faithful to who and 
what they are. The respondents indicated that the staff must 
be committed to their task, because it reflects outwards. They 
especially emphasised passion for what they accomplished 
and truly make a difference in the context within which they 
function. 

The respondents indicated different responses with regard 
to how their identity is transferred and/or communicated 
to all its stakeholders. However, it appears that most of the 
organisations communicate both internally and externally 
with their stakeholders. Unfortunately, it is also true that 
some recognise the value of communication with their 
stakeholders and use certain methods to communicate 
with them, but some admit that what they currently do is 
insufficient as is evident from the following response: 

I realise that our organisation needs to continuously 
communicate with our donors and I wish they could have a look 
at each project, but when I think how long it takes, I’d rather 
focus on the important tasks to be performed. There is just too 
much to do and too little time for everything.

Conclusions and recommendations
It is not possible to generalise with regard to the greater 
non-profit sector, but from the research done it seems that 
efforts are made to manage identities in the different NPOs 
who took part in the research, but, as was evident from 
the interviews, it is no easy task and success is not easily 
defined within this context. There is much room for further 
development and identity management, as a means to 
assist NPOs in their responsibility regarding DRR has not 
yet reached its full potential in this sector. In some cases, 
only the logo is cited as being the most important aspect 
of their identity as it is the way in which the organisation 
is differentiated or distinguished from other organisations. 
These NPOs do not (in most cases) have the necessary funds 
to appoint communication practitioners to manage this 
function in order to perform optimally, so it does not receive 
the necessary attention and is not a primary priority. The 
communication function, with specific reference to identity 
management, is often just relegated to one of the employees, 
for example, a social worker, with little or no knowledge of 
communication.
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Furthermore, South Africa is in the midst of great societal 
uncertainties. The aim of NPOs should be to protect their 
stakeholders (especially those who are in desperate need of 
the services rendered by the NPOs), deliver better services 
and, although not operating for the purpose of making a 
profit, manage themselves so that they do generate profit 
which will enable them to support themselves, especially 
when funding is becoming a somewhat rare phenomenon. 
Although non-profits find themselves in difficult financial 
times they need to renovate and almost reinvent themselves, 
in order to be capable of fully addressing the many social 
problems in SA, and to indicate to those who support them 
(especially financially) that they are to be trusted, that they 
are committed to making a difference, that they deliver on 
their promises, and to ensure open communication channels 
with all their stakeholders. NPOs need to manage their 
reputations which are built on their identities because it 
is the organisation’s reputation that often creates a lifeline 
in uncertain times. Through identity management, efforts 
should be made to communicate the organisation’s true 
values and philosophy to all stakeholders in order to generate 
a sense of ownership amongst these stakeholders, creating a 
platform for trust and ultimately relationship building which 
can assist NPOs in their drive to reduce the many societal 
problems in SA.

Suggestions for future research
Future research will include more NPOs, to draw a 
comparison between the different sectors in which these 
organisations function and ultimately to develop a model 
showing how corporate identity within this context can 
be managed given the problems and characteristics of this 
sector.
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