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Preface 
This research project is part of the International Project of the RSM Erasmus University, executed in 

São Paulo, Brazil.  

While considering possible research topics, we came across a Dutch/Brazilian NGO called Children 

Asking. The work they do for children in the poorest areas of São Paulo and other parts of Brazil 

made such an impression on us that we contacted the organization and asked if we could help them 

with our research project. The various questions within the organization led us to research how local 

NGOs can decrease their reliance on international support and become more self-sufficient.  

There are many people who made this research possible. Firstly, we would like to thank Eric Visser, 

the founder of Children Asking who opened his doors and allowed us an insight in the organization 

he built up. We also thank the other people at Children Asking: Dominique Visser-Suréna, Wim de 

Jong, Regina Odilon, Gabriela Alverenga, Lídia Nunes and the other staff in Brazil. You have made our 

visit very special. 

We would also like to thank the teams at Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar, for welcoming us to their 

locations and their openness during the interviews.  

This research would not have been complete without the help of Dr. Ben Wempe, who supported us 

with good advice and better questions, and Jolanda Quak for her practical tips and tricks.  

Last but certainly not least, our thanks go out to the staff at FGV University for their interesting 

lectures. Professor Isabela Curado, Rubens, Christina and Lucia have all been of great assistance 

during this project. 

Muito obrigado! 

Jacco, Hylco, Ubel and Mimi  
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Introduction 
The political situation of Brazil has, according to professor Jose Henrique Bortoluci (FGV, São Paulo), 

been reforming since the 1980s. A period of combating extreme poverty and income distribution is 

part of its recent history. Despite the governmental efforts there is still a great disparity in income for 

the people of Brazil. Many NGOs in Brazil are actively pursuing goals to improve the standard of living 

for the underprivileged. Like any organization some crucial factors need to be in place to make a 

sustainable and positive impact on their surroundings. The people that run these organizations are a 

big factor and make up a large part of the driving forces for the continuation of their activities. A 

choice can be made between paid professionals, volunteers or a mix of the two. Another factor to 

maintain a developing, solid base for the organization is funding needed to finance the manpower 

and assets to organize the good work they offer. There are several transnational NGOs that can be 

identified, where international cooperation and/or funding has been imperative for their existence. 

The vast number of NGOs active in Brazil has caused competition for local funding between these 

organizations. In this sense, NGOs are fishing in the same pond. As the non-profit characteristics of 

these organizations predominate their activities, relationships with their beneficiaries are much more 

than just transactional. Transactions aren’t performed at arms length but they have to be like grains 

of sand; an integral part of their surroundings. Therefore, some form of embeddedness is to be 

achieved to effectively and self-sufficiently perpetuate these organizations. The level of 

embeddedness is not a matter of a simple yes or no answer or a scale from 1 to 10. One must get a 

sense of several aspects that contribute to what extent the organization is embedded. For instance, 

when an organization is willing and actively pursuing to partner up with other NGOs or 

entrepreneurs and don’t exclude anyone, the level of embeddedness will increase. Specific NGOs 

have been established where the main goal is to help children in dire situations. They hope to 

improve the children’s situation through activities such as education, sport activities or medical 

attention. The NGO’s aim is to meet the needs of their beneficiaries, another aspect to assess their 

embeddedness. Furthermore, the fit in the local context is important. If an organization and its 

people are part of their surroundings, a higher level of embeddedness can be assumed. How capable 

the local partners are in their field of work is equally important for this level. Likewise, this is not an 

easily measured value. One must question, observe and assess to get a broad picture of the situation 

on site. Choices these organizations have made and make in the future will reflect some aspects 

within the framework of funding, manpower and embeddedness. By influencing these factors, NGOs 

may become more self-sufficient and the good work will continue to be done through pursuing their 

goals in improving the lives of the people in need. This case study aims to assess the level of self-

sufficiency of Dutch/Brazilian NGO Children Asking and provide recommendations to increase the 

self-sufficiency of the Brazilian organization.  
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1 Problem exploration and research question 

1.1 Problem exploration 
Organizations, especially non-profit organizations not only can be seen as separate entities but are 

always part of their surroundings. For these entities to be effective, their relationships shouldn’t be 

exclusively transactional in nature. One can make assumptions what is required to have a sustainable 

and effective organization. A lot of work is being done by the vast number of NGOs currently active in 

Brazil. From this perspective, many NGOs could positively impact the lives of the people of Brazil. The 

political climate and economic development in Brazil has been volatile at times and one can argue 

the future is also a great uncertainty. For the generations to come, a beacon of hope given by NGOs 

could make the difference between a prosperous life or one in poverty. Starting with affecting the 

lives of the children of Brazil to their benefit, some of the possible uncertainties of their future could 

be eliminated. Therefore, it is of great importance that the work of these NGOs is continued, and 

that the organizations involved in this work are as self-sufficient as possible. For this research, the 

main focus will be a case study of an organization in São Paulo that is affecting the lives of children 

through education: Children Asking. This research is further supported by qualitative empirical data 

from two other NGOs in São Paulo, Fundaçao Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar.  

1.2 Case study: Children Asking 
In 2002, Dutch artist Eric Visser visited the favela Tiquatira in São Paulo, Brazil, to create an official 

portrait of children in difficult circumstances for a UNESCO project. This marked the start of his 

journey to help these children and improve their futures. He founded the Dutch non-governmental 

organization (NGO) Children Asking in May 2003. The foundation has a base in Christianity without 

choosing a specific denomination. It focuses on helping children in difficult circumstances. Without 

outside assistance, these children cannot grow up safely and in accordance with the Rights of the 

Child as determined by the United Nations. Children Asking works in four states in Brazil (figure 1).  

They work in neighborhoods where help is needed the most: the favelas, in which poverty and safety 

issues pose immense threats to the local children.  

Children Asking believes education is the best way to help children develop and become independent 

and responsible citizens. The educational program used by Children Asking is called PEDE: Programa 

Educacional de Desenvolvimento Escolar, or in English: Educational Program for School 

Development. This program is aimed at stimulating both the cognitive and the social/emotional 

development of children. 
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Figure 1. Locations where Children Asking is active in Brazil 

The main offices of the NGO are based in the Netherlands in Hendrik-Ido-Ambacht and in Brazil in 

São Paulo. The team in the Netherlands are all unpaid volunteers, as are the local teachers in the 

favelas. They only receive a small compensation for costs they make. In Brazil, the NGO has contracts 

with 10 freelancers who form the local organization and train the local volunteers (Children Asking, 

2014-a). 

1.3 Problem definition 
NGOs are started by the grace of their founders and the relevance within their environment. When 

all goals of these organizations have been met, the continuation of their activities is superfluous. On 

the other hand, activities could transfer to their target audience, making the NGO redundant as well. 

The non-profit characteristic of NGOs could imply that a methodology is used which promotes self-

sufficiency.  

Eric Visser is the founder, chairman and the ‘face’ of Children Asking. From interviews and visits, it is 

clear that his personal involvement and extensive network are a strength of the organization and he 

has played a major part in the development of this NGO. At the same time, this means the 

organization is highly dependent on him. This poses a risk to the continuity of the organization. There 

are two main reasons to decrease the dependency of the current Brazilian organization on Eric. 

Firstly, he has expressed a wish to expand into new areas of Brazil. This is only feasible if current 

projects are self-sustainable. Secondly, he is now in his seventies, and he would like to have a bit 

more time to spend on other projects and interests.  

Eric and his team firmly believe that a neighborhood can only improve if local people take 

responsibility. In all efforts of Children Asking, this is an important prerequisite. This means that the 

local teams must become self-sustainable and independent from the Dutch NGO. To assist Children 
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Asking with their important work to help the children in the favelas in Brazil, the research question of 

this case study is: 

“How can the local partners of NGOs such as Children Asking become self-sufficient?” 

The central research question will be answered using the following sub-questions: 

 

● How do manpower, funding and embeddedness contribute to self-sufficiency of NGOs in 

Brazil? 

● How are the current projects supported by Children Asking? 

● Which requirements are already in place at the local partners of Children Asking? 

● What can be done to improve missing requirements, if any, for self-sufficiency of the local 

partners in Brazil? 
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2 Literature review 
As this research project focuses on an NGO in Brazil, the focus of the literature research is firstly on 

defining the landscape of NGOs in Brazil. Furthermore, we focus on what is needed for NGOs to 

become more independent from international funding, leadership and other international support so 

it can become self-sufficient. 

2.1 NGOs in Brazil 
NGOs are a very large sector in the Brazilian economy, and are called The Third Sector. The 

International Forum of National NGO Platforms (IFP) estimates that there are 10 million NGOs 

operating worldwide (IFP, 2016). In 2012, the Brazil Business reported a total of 338.000 NGOs 

operating in Brazil (The Brazil Business, 2012).  

According to Campos et al. (2011) the number of NGOs in Brazil has increased greatly over the last 

decades. NGOs have become important actors with an influence on politics, policies and public 

services. The increase in numbers means that it is increasingly difficult for NGOs to secure funding for 

their activities and as a result, evaluation of the effectiveness of the work and accountability have 

become very important for sponsors, the government, management and volunteers.  

Many of the NGOs active in Brazil are based on international cooperation, as is the case for Children 

Asking. This is also called a transnational NGO. Collingwood (2006) has raised the question whether 

these organizations are legitimate, as their interference could be seen as the privatization of public 

power. On the other hand, as NGOs are usually based on not-for-profit principles and they can help 

to raise awareness for issues that governments fail to solve.  

2.2 Objectives of the organizations 

2.2.1 Children Asking 

The main objective for Children Asking is to generate engagement for children living in difficult 

circumstances by getting them out of anonymity. This can be interpreted broadly. Children Asking 

aims to achieve this objective by initiating projects and showing solidarity, using all means of 

communication, such as art, literature, photography and the internet (Children Asking, 2014-b). In 

practice, this means that Children Asking is supporting projects in local communities. These projects 

are mainly focused on education, but any project that will help a community can be considered. The 

main condition is that a project benefits the community and is led by local people. All projects are at 

least partly funded by the local community. Children Asking will mainly offer support and training, 

and never completely fund a project. 

The largest project Children Asking supports is the PEDE project, as mentioned in paragraph 1.2. As 

Brazilian children that are attending public schools only spend half a day in class, they can go to the 

PEDE projects during the other half of the day and receive additional schooling. The effectiveness of 
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the program has been measured by Webbink & Hubers (2012). They have determined that the PEDE 

projects have a positive impact on the school results of the children attending the program, 

specifically on the language skills of girls. They have not researched the effect of the program on the 

social situation of the children and families involved in the PEDE projects.  

2.2.2 Gol de Letra 

Fundaçao Gol de Letra was founded on December 10, 1998 (Human Rights Day) by Rai and Leonardo, 

two world famous Brazilian soccer players.  

The vision of Gol de Letra is to contribute to the education of children and youth from socially 

vulnerable communities so that they have more opportunities and a better chance at a prosperous 

life. They do this via community programs in Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo. Gol de Letra follows an 

integral approach: the individual, family, school and community are all connected and thereby 

affected by the program (Gol de Letra, 2016-a).  

Gol de Letra partners with public schools and offers programs that combine learning, sports and 

culture, depending on the needs of the school. The model used by Gol de Letra is based on the four 

pillars of learning that UNESCO defined (learning to know, learning to do, learning to be and learning 

to live together) and follows the principles as outlined in figure 2: 

 

Figure 2. Model used by Gol de Letra 

2.2.3 Sítio Agar 

Sítio Agar was founded by Antoon van Noije (also known as “Frei Antonio”) in 1993. Sítio Agar started 

helping HIV infected children. This mission later included housing other vulnerable children, and 

fairly recently, a facility for vulnerable elderly was added (Sítio Agar, 2016). 

The NGO has several buildings where the children and elderly live and are taken care of. They also 

partner with a local hospital where HIV-infected children can receive treatment. 

 

Sítio Agar also works to spread knowledge about HIV and AIDS in the community in order to reduce 

hostility, misinformation and unawareness of the problem.  
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2.3 Requirements 
For an NGO to function efficiently and effectively, several requirements must be in place. Two of the 

most important requirements are manpower and funding. Without these requirements, there would 

be no organization. The third factor to be discussed in this paper is embeddedness. Focusing on 

these three main subjects, we seek how self-sufficiency for NGOs in Brazil can be improved. Thus, 

with the paragraphs 2.3.1 to 2.3.4 we are answering sub question one of this research: “How do 

manpower, funding and embeddedness contribute to self-sufficiency of NGOs in Brazil?” 

2.3.1 Manpower 

Manpower consists of two factors. Firstly, an organization usually needs a team to execute the tasks 

and achieve the objectives of the organization. Secondly, most teams need a form of leadership: one 

person or a team of managers to determine the mission, vision and strategy of the organization, and 

create the conditions for the team to work efficiently and effectively.  

As funding usually is limited and NGOs tend to allocate as much funding as possible to the cause they 

are supporting, many NGOs are largely dependent on voluntary manpower. Eric Visser mentioned 

that volunteer work is not as common in Brazil as it is in the Netherlands. Even within the church 

community, it is not obvious for people to act as volunteers. Eric Visser attributes this restrained 

mentality and the expectancy of outside people to solve their problems to the Brazilian history of 

being colonized. For NGOs, it is therefore very important to understand how volunteers are attracted 

to an organization and how they can stay connected and involved. It is also essential to understand 

how a sense of ownership can be created within this community, to ensure they feel responsible for 

their work in their neighborhood.  

New institutional mechanisms were created with the Constitution of 1988 that reinforced the 

participation of civil society in the conception and implementation of public policies. Far-reaching 

decentralization at all levels of government expanded the responsibilities and enhanced the 

influence of local organizations (Arretche (1999), cited and translated by Campos et al (2011)). 

Around the same time, the private sector in Brazil saw an opportunity and started to actively 

participate in social issues. As a result of this social interest, many companies started working to 

implement social projects, often in partnership with existing NGOs. This new integration of NGOs 

with public companies could create a source of volunteers, through corporate volunteering (Campos 

et al, 2011). It is important for NGOs to be aware of these developments and perhaps seek 

partnerships in order to ensure sufficient manpower.  

Another requirement related to manpower is some form of a leader or a leadership role that upholds 

a long-term vision to achieve their goals. According to Hailey (2006) such leaders can shape the 

communities with which they work, not just the organization itself. Dependent on their goals, they 

can impact the lives of the most disadvantaged. There is a growing concern about “leadership deficit” 

and how the next generation will be developed and trained. For NGOs, this means that leadership is 

vital as well. Any organization, including an NGO, should define which type of leadership they need 
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and find the right person(s) to fulfill this role. 

2.3.2 Funding 

Organizations inherently benefit from a constant, reliable stream of incoming cash. NGOs are no 

exception and they can generate incoming cash-flow for instance by means of governmental funding, 

donations, and/or cooperation with other organizations. According to the European External Action 

Service (2016) NGOs are competing for funding with many other Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) in 

Brazil. As cited from the EU Country roadmap for engagement with civil society summary 2014-2017 

the following information becomes available: “Poverty reduction and strengthening democracy in 

Brazil were among the objectives of the international co-operation agencies in the 1990s and many 

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and social organizations benefited from available funding. 

However, during the last two decades, the rapid economic growth of Brazil has led to the re-shifting 

of international co-operation funding to the poorest countries and regions in the world and thus, 

international funding to Brazilian CSOs, declined dramatically. Although financial sustainability is one 

of the central problems of CSOs, in the last decade, the Brazilian administration and private 

foundations have created a number of new and consistent sources of funding for financing civil 

society projects, particularly in environmental and climate areas.” While most NGOs would like to 

spend their time and resources on the cause they are working for, they will need to be aware of the 

competition between them and other NGOs or CSOs. This leads to the question how this could be 

managed better and what can be done by an NGO to ensure sustainable funding. 

In the Netherlands, NGOs can apply for an ANBI (Algemeen Nut Beogende Instelling, or Public Benefit 

Organization) status, which means they are recognized by the Dutch tax authorities and meet their 

conditions. This allows the NGO to enjoy certain tax benefits, and means that people and 

organizations can receive tax benefits if they contribute financially to the NGO. Brazil knows a similar 

system, in which NGOs that meet the criteria are called OSCIPs (Organização da Sociedade Civil de 

Interesse Público). These organizations benefit from exemption on two taxes: Income tax and Social 

Contribution on Net Profits (The Brazil Business, 2016). This status also allows parties that donate to 

the OSCIP to receive tax benefits (The Brazil Business, 2014). For NGOs, the criteria for this status are 

worth exploring. 

With the allocation of funds comes accountability. It is a primary objective that the funds are being 

put to good use. There are several ways to rate the performance and legitimacy of an NGO. O’Dwyer 

and Boomsma (2015) distinguish imposed accountability regimes (formal oversight), felt 

accountability regimes (a sense of responsibility) and adaptive accountability regimes (in which 

imposed and felt regimes are combined). By use of checks and balances, counterbalancing 

influences, they can justify their actions and an organization is regulated. Typically, this ensures that 

power is not concentrated in the hands of individuals. For any NGO to ensure proper funding, 

accountability is vital for people or organizations to trust that their money is being used to fund the 

cause of the organization and corruption is ruled out.  
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2.3.3 Embeddedness 

Over the past decades, NGOs have built up an history of experience aiming to reduce poverty and 

realize social change. The Institute of Social Studies asked several NGOs working in Latin America 

(such as Cordaid and Oxfam Novib), what was learned from their experiences and interventions. The 

most mentioned lesson was the importance of setting up networks at local, national and global 

levels. To create more influence and synergy between NGOs with complementary initiatives, 

collaborative lobbying has to be adapted. On the other hand, long-term support to partner 

organizations has paid off. Especially Christian aid organizations usually take a position as partner for 

other organizations. They give advice and resources, rather than determining the process from a 

European point of view. These partnerships with a higher degree of ‘trust’ and ‘confidence’ generate 

benefits in multiple terms, among which is mutual learning (Biekart, 2005). 

In her master thesis “The embeddedness of development interventions of Dutch private initiatives 

and their Indian partners”, Meerts (2009) described the concept of embeddedness. She used 

research as done by Granovetter, Westra, Uzzi, Martnes, Campbell and Büscher to explain this 

concept. This research focused on for-profit organizations and that’s why they focused on economic 

exchange. NGOs are non-profit in nature. Meerts states that NGOs are therefore fundamentally 

different than for-profit firms. That’s why, the definition of embeddedness applicable to NGOs 

should be altered accordingly.  

While Meerts’s research focused on India, the concept of embeddedness seems to be applicable in 

other BRIC countries, specifically Brazil. While there are certainly differences between Brazil and 

India, there are a number of similarities in the NGO sector that support this conclusion. In both 

countries, the NGO sector is very large and mainly consist of smaller organizations with limited funds. 

Having many NGOs in an area means that there is a certain level of competition between the 

organizations. Both in Brazil and India, NGOs are supported by the government via tax exemption 

initiatives. Lastly, NGOs in both countries provide services the government is not (completely) able to 

provide to the people. Clark (1993) uses both India and Brazil as examples of countries where NGOs 

are working in a constructive relationship with the government to tackle mutual problems.  

Meerts researched seven Dutch NGOs. She concludes: “The NGOs all stress that the development 

intervention of the NGO (1) has to fit in the local context and (2) meet the needs of the beneficiaries 

to become embedded. Therefore, the NGO should have (3) a capable partner who is owner of the 

development intervention. Some go even further and stress that (4) participation with the local 

government, entrepreneurs and other NGOs is needed to create a fully embedded development 

intervention. Three NGOs also stress that (5) the development intervention should be synchronized 

with the local policy. The goal of an embedded development intervention is that it becomes 

sustainable over time.” (Meerts, 2009). Figure 3 shows the five elements of embeddedness for NGOs.  

In Meerts’s research, only three of the seven NGOs emphasized that factor 5 (synchronization with 

the local policy) was important. These are all NGOs that work in many different countries. In that 
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case, it is understandable that there needs to be a connection with their local policy in that country. 

The three NGOs in our research only operate in Brazil, or are even a Brazilian organization. As such, 

factor 5 is not applicable in our model.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Meerts’s theoretical model of embeddedness 

2.3.4 Model for self-sufficiency 

For this case study of Children Asking and two comparable organizations, we have created a model 

based on the above-mentioned requirements: Manpower, Funding and Embeddedness.  

Firstly, no organization can survive without funding, whether it is a for-profit organization or an NGO. 

Funding is therefore a necessary element of self-sufficiency. Secondly, any organization will need a 

form of leadership, and manpower to execute the work. Manpower is therefore also a requirement 

for self-sufficiency. Thirdly, for an NGO to be self-sufficient, it needs to be embedded in the local 

community. This is determined by the four factors as described in paragraph 2.3.3. 

This model is visualized in figure 4. 
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3 Methodology 
The objective of this research study is to determine how local partners of international NGOs can 

become more self-sufficient, embedded and independent from international support, funding or 

leadership. From the literature review, we have defined three major requirements that are 

important for a local NGO to become self-sufficient and independent from international support. Our 

research aims to determine to what extent these conditions are present at the local partner 

organizations of Dutch/Brazilian NGO Children Asking. This is done via a qualitative comparative case 

study with Children Asking as the main organization of interest and supporting data from two 

comparable organizations in São Paulo. In addition to Children Asking, Fundaçao Gol de Letra and 

Sítio Agar are used as peer organizations to create a more holistic view of self-sufficiency of NGOs in 

Brazil. 

3.1 Research design 
From literature review three topics emerge as relevant for these case studies: 

• Manpower: both team and leadership are important for any organization to survive and 

reach its goals. In case of NGOs, it is particularly relevant to look at the recruitment and 

retention of volunteers for the organization. It is also important to decide the form and type 

of leadership for such an organization.  

• Funding: no organization can go without funding. NGOs compete with each other for limited 

opportunities. It is relevant to look at tax benefits and the criteria an NGO needs to meet in 

order to apply for OSCIP status. Lastly, accountability is of utmost importance to gain and 

keep the trust of donors. 

• Embeddedness: an NGO needs to be embedded in the local community in order to realize a 

sustainable intervention. Four elements are determined to have an influence on 

embeddedness. 

These three topics will be researched using the case study of Children Asking. The case study is 

supported with qualitative data from two other Brazilian NGOs: Fundaçao Gol de Letra and Sítio 

Agar. 

3.2 Data collection 
Data collection will consist of semi structured interviews, to be held in the Netherlands (for Children 

Asking) and in Brazil. Observations during the site visits and interviews will also be gathered. The 

interviews will be structured along the three main topics manpower, funding and embeddedness.  

In the Netherlands, the founder of Children Asking, Eric Visser, and the treasurer of Children Asking, 

Wim de Jong, are interviewed. With Eric Visser, multiple sessions are planned, both during his visit to 

the Netherlands and in Brazil, where he lives. In Brazil, semi structured interviews are held with 
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coordinators of the program during the two site visits. During both site visits, local teachers and 

(former) students of the program are also interviewed. Lastly, the team will visit seven families 

whose children are enrolled in the program, four in Itaim Paulista and three in Parque Santo Antônio.  

At Fundaçao Gol de Letra, empirical data will be collected by witnessing the interview and questions 

asked by the main group researching this NGO, the “sports group” from RSM. Additional questions 

will be asked during the interview, mainly related to the funding and manpower topic of this 

research. The interview is held with a coordinator and a communications professional. This is 

combined with a site visit to one of their projects, where children and professionals in the program 

are available for questions. The team will also visit an event organized by the Gol de Letra team and 

monitors. 

At Sítio Agar, the interview is conducted with the coordinator, who is also a social worker. Here, the 

team will also visit the project. 

The data collection schedule in figure 5 further describes the topics to be discussed during each 

interview, aligned with the themes emerged from the literature review and include funding, 

manpower and embeddedness. As the main language spoken is Portuguese, all interviews and visits 

will be accompanied by a translator and written down in English by one of the team members. Data 

triangulation will further take place by studying relevant documents of Children Asking and the other 

organizations and the earlier research on the effectiveness of the program by Webbink & Hubers 

(2012).  
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Figure 5. Data collection schedule 

Funding

•Interview with Eric Visser (Founder and Chair Man)

•Interview with Wim de Jong (Treasurer)

•Interviews with managers at Gol de Letra and manager/social worker at Sitio Agar

Manpower - Leadership

•Interview with Eric Visser (Founder and Chair Man)

•Interview with staff at PEDE-locations: managing staff,  voluntary teachers and (former) students

•Interviews with managers at Gol de Letra and manager/social worker at Sitio Agar

•Discussions with staff during site visits

Manpower - Team

•Interview with Eric Visser (Founder and Chair Man)

•Interview with staff at PEDE-locations: managing staff,  voluntary teachers and (former) students

•Interviews with managers at Gol de Letra and manager/social worker at Sitio Agar

•Discussions with staff during site visits

Embeddedness - Fit in the local context

•Interview with staff at PEDE-locations: managing staff, voluntary teachers and (former) students

•Interviews with managers at Gol de Letra and manager/social worker at Sitio Agar

Embeddedness - Meet the needs of benificiaries

•Interviews with beneficiaries of the programs

•Using research done by ECSP (2011)

Embeddedness - Capable local partner

•Interview with Eric Visser (Founder and Chair Man)

•Interview with staff at PEDE-locations: managing staff, voluntary teachers and (former) students

•Interviews with managers at Gol de Letra and manager/social worker at Sitio Agar

Embeddedness - Participation with local government, entrepeneurs and other NGO's

•Interview with Eric Visser (Founder and Chair Man)

•Interviews with managers at Gol de Letra and manager/social worker at Sitio Agar
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3.3 Data analysis  
The responses to each topic in the interviews are collected and categorized in our main three 

categories: manpower, funding and embeddedness. The categories are further divided into 

subcategories according to the interview schedule. In addition, any observations made by the team 

during the visits are included in the visit report. The findings are then reported on and visualized by 

category. Triangulation of the findings will be done using relevant documentation and 

communication from Children Asking and the two other organizations (e.g. their websites and 

brochures). 
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4 Empirical results 
In this chapter, the empirical results from the interviews, visits and observations will be discussed. 

The results will be categorized according to the model: manpower, funding and embeddedness will 

each be discussed in a separate paragraph.  

4.1 Manpower 
The results for the factor Manpower are divided into leadership and team.  

4.1.1 Leadership 

An illustration of the leadership teams of the three NGOs can be found in figure 6. 

 

Figure 6. Leadership Children Asking, Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar 

Children Asking was founded by Eric Visser in 2002, and his role in the organization is still substantial. 

He has made the strategic choices at the start of the organization and these choices are still valid. He 

also has strong coaching role towards the Brazilian part of the organization. In the Dutch 

organization, he is mainly supported by Wim de Jong. In the Brazilian part of the organization, Regina 

Odilon plays an important part. She has been with the foundation for eight years and has worked her 

way up from secretary to director. She is mainly involved in administration, finance and legal issues. 

One of the former students of the organization, Lídia Nunes, is named a possible successor of Eric 

Visser. After being a PEDE-student, she continued to be involved in the PEDE-program as a teacher’s 

assistant (adjudant). Now studying Pedagogy and Social work, she volunteers in the program in her 
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free time. She is still very young (19 years old) but considered a strong candidate. She is also a great 

example of the progress one person can make by attending the PEDE-program. 

At Gol de Letra, soccer players Rai and Leonardo are still the ‘faces’ of the organization. They are 

supported by professional management teams in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo.  

 

At Sítio Agar, the founder, Frei Antonio, is still involved in the organization but he is struggling with 

health issues. The day-to-day operation of the organization is now managed by Marcia Freitas Sória. 

She combines her work as a manager with social work with the children and elderly staying at the 

organization.  

4.1.2 Team 

An illustration of the teams at the three NGOs can be found in figure 7.  

 

Figure 7. Team structure at Children Asking, Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar 

Children Asking has three layers of organizational and operational personnel. The first layer consists 

of the volunteers in the Dutch part of the organization. The second layer is shaped by 10 self-

employed supervisors in Brazil which all been selected on their pedagogical and administrative skills. 

These staff members organize the Brazilian part of Children Asking and PEDE, and train the teachers 

for the PEDE-projects. The teachers are all volunteers, mainly from the local churches. They form the 

third layer of the organization. Using volunteers as teachers is a choice that Eric Visser made. This is a 

matter of principle: he strongly believes that caring for the community is a task for churches and that 
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their efforts should be motivated by compassion instead of money. Finding volunteers in Brazil can 

be a daunting task. Doing voluntary work is not common in Brazil and even within church 

communities it’s not a common occurrence. In this area, the role of Eric Visser remains very 

important. He persuades possible candidates by making them aware of their own responsibility in 

changing their situation. He also informed them of the fact that the work performed for the 

foundation can serve as a positive reference on their resume. 

At Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar, the people working with the children and elderly are all professionals. 

Volunteers are involved in supporting tasks, such as photography and translation. Gol de Letra has 

made this choice mainly because they want to retain people within the organization, so the children 

can build a relationship with the staff without the risk of people leaving soon after starting to work 

with Gol de Letra. They believe continuity is important for these vulnerable children.  

At Sítio Agar, caring for HIV-infected children requires professional care, this is not something a 

volunteer can do. While the people receive a salary for their work, they still do this job mainly 

because they feel a passion for helping people.  

4.2 Funding 
The funding structures of Children Asking, Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar are illustrated in figure 8. 

 

Figure 8. Local and international funding of Children Asking, Gol de Letra and Sítio Agar 
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Children Asking has a total annual budget in 2015 of approximately € 120.000 (Children Asking, 

2015). Funding is mostly received in the Netherlands through (individual) donations. Also, a yearly 

recurring auction is organized where various organizations and persons provide goods or services. 

These are auctioned off and the proceeds benefit the foundation. The last auction in March 2017 has 

produced a return of € 28.000, € 8.000 more than expected. Financing the foundation proves to be a 

challenge at times. To prevent corruption, a protocol with several administrative and practical checks 

has been implemented. All funds are being managed in the Netherlands and will be made available 

to the Brazilian part of the organization when needed. Justification of funds spent must be provided 

by all employees and volunteers of the organization, both in the Netherlands and in Brazil. 

Eric Visser made a conscious decision not to use the model of Foster Parents (now called Plan 

Nederland) to attract funding in the Netherlands. The Foster Parents program lets prosperous people 

“adopt” children in disadvantageous situations. Foster parents correspond with their adopted 

children by mail or can visit them in their country. Although this program is conceived with good 

intentions in mind, generally there is no need to fill the role of a parent. Mostly, the children that are 

“adopted” still live with their biological mother and/or father. Eric Visser states that these people 

often form an emotional connection with the child they adopt, which is not preferred. There have 

also been cases where letters have been mixed up between foster parents and the adopted children. 

Eric Visser has therefore chosen to give a donor the chance to adopt a seat in their classroom. As a 

contributor (Padrinho), you are financing a part of the educational program instead of a specific 

child. You do get information from Children Asking about the child that is currently occupying your 

adopted seat in the classroom. But during the program there is a natural progression of children that 

will complete the education.  

A second strategic choice with regards to funding is not to provide funding for projects in Brazil and 

not to work with a contract with a party in Brazil to execute the work. To trigger sustainable change, 

Children Asking chooses not to provide funds to local churches but helps them to focus on self-

sufficiency. Instead of money, Children Asking provides an educational program, expertise and 

training. Churches receive materials needed to execute a PEDE-program. Children Asking also 

provides training for the volunteers through hired local supervisors. With all this, Eric Visser tries to 

achieve a change in mindset of the people they encounter. In his opinion, Brazilian people often look 

at others to solve their problems. He attributes this to the former colonization of Brazil. In order to 

change this behavior, Eric Visser challenges local communities to be part of the solution.  

The Dutch entity Children Asking has legal authority to undertake activities in Brazil, as Eric Visser as 

a local citizen is allowed to act on behalf of the organization. This means he has more control over 

the undertakings of the organization in the Netherlands and Brazil. However, he is also the sole 

custodian of the organization and therefore privately and primarily liable for all activities. All fixed 

assets are property of the Dutch entity and are rented out to the Brazilian part of the organization for 

free. 
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To attract more funding, Children Asking has a found new ambassador: Eric Botteghin. He is a 

Brazilian professional soccer player who is currently contracted by Dutch soccer team Feyenoord. 

During the year, he will be travelling to and from Brazil. Whenever in Brazil, he will contribute in the 

startup of a soccer school and will perform several public relations activities. His profile in Brazil is 

still relatively low, but he might be selected for the national team.  

The Brazilian part of Children Asking is currently not self-sufficient and dependent on funding from 

the Netherlands (95% of the funding is provided by the Dutch entity). This will change most likely in 

the near future. Regina Odilon, the Brazilian director of PEDE, is working on an agreement with the 

government from the city of São Paulo. Government funding will then be granted for Children Asking, 

which will decrease the need for Dutch funding of the Brazilian part of the organization to 

approximately 40%. She is also working on an NGO status similar to the Dutch ANBI status for the 

foundation. This creates the possibility for local firms to donate 6% of their liable taxes. If the 

agreement with the government and the application of the special status are successful, Children 

Asking could be financially self-sufficient by the end of 2017. 

Gol de Letra already has an official status that allows the organization to be exempt from taxes and 

ensures that companies can donate 1% of their annual revenue to Gol de Letra under the sports NGO 

law. The activities are funded by donors (mostly companies). Finding donors for a long term 

commitment is a challenge, but there are several companies that have been supporting Gol de Letra 

for years. In 2015, Gol de Letra reported R$ 9.662.023 in revenues (Gol de Letra, 2016-b). There is 

also a financial connection to France: as Rai and Leonardo have played in France, this was a good 

place to start fundraising. It is also beneficial that bureaucracy in France is less than in Brazil. 

Donations are received financially or in kind. For example, Microsoft donates laptops and software 

instead of money. 

Sítio Agar has long received funding from the Netherlands, but currently that funding is not available. 

They receive subsidies from the São Paulo government to carry out their activities and generate 

money by selling handmade products at their bazar. They try to maintain the model that current 

activities are funded with Brazilian funding, while international funding can serve to build new wings 

to their facility or expand their operations. This model is currently working, but Marcia Freitas Sória 

admits that it is difficult to attract sufficient donations.  

4.3 Embeddedness 
The requirement Embeddedness is discussed according to the four relevant factors of 

embeddedness. 

4.3.1 Fit in the local context 

The first element of embeddedness is the fit in the local context (see figure 9). 
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Figure 9. Fit in the local context 

Children Asking and PEDE have local churches as partners. The program is then supported by 

volunteers who teach the children in the church in their own neighborhood. This ensures that the 

program is locally supported and fits the neighborhood. All children between the ages of 6 and 12 

years old are welcome in the PEDE program. No distinction is made whether they are (somewhat) 

rich or poor, all children from the community can join the program. The underlying expectation is 

that this approach will bring the people in their respective communities closer together. The 

approach seems to work because there is a large interest in the programs, sometimes even resulting 

in waiting lists. However, because the programs are mostly setup in the favela areas, the children 

that do enroll are mainly from the surrounding, poverty-stricken neighborhoods.  

Gol de Letra works in a similar way but with public schools instead of churches. This partnership also 

results in a fit in the local context, as these schools are at the center of the community. The program 

is further supported by social agents from the community who visit the families and invites them to 

join the program. The children in the program are encouraged to “multiply” the effects by sharing 

their experience and spreading the message.  

For Sítio Agar, the fit in the local context is ensured as this foundation is a place where vulnerable 

children and elderly are cared for. In addition, they educate the community on HIV to reduce hostility 

and increase knowledge and understanding of this disease.  

4.3.2 Meet the needs of the beneficiaries 

The second element of embeddedness is defined by the extent to which the activities of the NGOs 

meet the needs of the beneficiaries. An illustration is given in figure 10.  
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Figure 10. Meet the needs of the beneficiaries 

Children in Brazil in public schools attend school for only half of the day. During the other half of the 

day the PEDE program provides tutoring to improve the school results and teach the children norms 

and values. The effectivity of the PEDE program has been researched by Erasmus University 

(Webbink & Hubers, 2012). This research showed that PEDE projects have a positive impact on the 

school results of the children attending the program, specifically on the language skills of girls. They 

have not researched the effect of the program on the social situation of the children and families 

involved in the PEDE projects. During the interviews with parents and grandparents of children in the 

program, they showed gratitude and enthusiasm for the program. They feel it fills an important gap 

and see a positive change in the behavior of the children. Many families have more than one child 

enrolled in the program. The children themselves also have a very positive attitude. They look very 

happy and speak about the program with great fondness. Some children do not even want to leave 

after they have completed the program. They can become assistants to the teachers, called 

adjudants. The progress of the children and the situation of the family is further checked during 

weekly house visits by PEDE staff.  

The children that attend Gol de Letra also speak about the program very enthusiastically. They are 

very positive about the possibility to develop themselves and become more self-assured. Older 

children can receive a scholarship to become “monitors”. They help organize events and create 

projects in their community, thereby developing their organizational and leadership skills. Gol de 

Letra also received the 2013 Prêmio Itaú Unicef, an important award supporting initiatives and 

partnership between civil society organizations (CSOs) and public schools in the development of 

socio-educational projects.  
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For Sítio Agar, the needs of the beneficiaries are clear: without Sítio Agar, these people have 

nowhere to go. The foundation cares for them and provides necessary medication. 

4.3.3 Capable local partners 

Only Children Asking is an international NGO with a partner in Brazil, the other organizations are 

Brazilian (figure 11). 

 

Figure 11. Capable local partners 

Children Asking and PEDE are very good partners and both satisfied with the collaboration. PEDE has 

a good network in Brazil and is a professional organization. This allows Children Asking to work in 

four states of Brazil, and start up in a fifth state soon.  

Sítio Agar was an international NGO from 1993 to 2002, after which they became an independent 

Brazilian NGO.  

4.3.4 Participation with local government, NGOs and entrepreneurs  

All three organizations have local partnerships, as depicted in figure 12.  
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Figure 12. Local partnerships 

To support the children and their families, Children Asking has connections with local authorities and 

youth care. A collaboration with a similar foundation will be made public in July. Eric Visser sees this 

as a very positive development to broaden the basis for the program. The other foundation works in 

some overlapping regions and some regions where Children Asking is not present yet. This will help 

realize the objective to expand the activities of Children Asking. Furthermore, continuity of the 

activities will be improved with the collaboration of both foundations. Eric Visser considers this step 

a way to boost the image and perception of the field of work of NGOs as activities are often executed 

by a multitude of small organizations. This collaboration could inspire other NGOs to work together 

towards a common goal in order to achieve greater improvements.  

Gol de Letra works together with similar initiatives under the umbrella of Rede Esporte pela 

Mudança Social, or Sports for Social Change. 

Sítio Agar works together with a local hospital that provides check-ups and treatments for the HIV-

infected children.  
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5 Conclusions and recommendations 
Children Asking is already meeting many of the requirements necessary for self-sufficiency. There is 

also a lot of work done on the missing requirements. However, there are also some challenges and 

recommendations. 

5.1 Manpower 
The role of the founder of Children Asking is still very strong and he has a substantial influence on the 

organization. This is also seen at Gol de Letra, where the founders are still involved but also do a lot 

of PR activities for the foundation. At Sítio Agar, the declining health of the founder forces the 

organization to stand on its own legs.  

Within Children Asking, there is sufficient attention for the fact that Eric Visser will not be around 

forever. Lídia is named as a possible successor and the leadership role of Regina is clear. The Brazilian 

part of the organization is formed by a professional team. From this point of view, the continuity of 

the organization is not at risk.  

It is recommended to create a good division of the work and give more space and responsibility to 

the local leadership team of Children Asking. This does not mean that the founder will disappear 

from the organization. His role can change to a position in a Supervisory Board of the foundation, 

working with the team towards long-term goals and coaching them, but as such no longer involved in 

the day to day operation of the foundation. 

In terms of the team, there is a big difference in vision of employment of volunteers between Gol de 

Letra and Sítio Agar on the one hand and Children Asking on the other hand. While the principal 

choice made by Children Asking is clear, their choice to use only volunteers to teach the children 

poses a risk in terms of continuity. On the positive side, these volunteers are highly motivated, part 

of the community and the model is cheap. However, it is difficult to find and retain volunteers, 

especially when the economy improves and their chances at paid labor increase. They also require a 

significant training effort as they are not professional teachers. This effect is increased when there is 

a high turnover in staff.  

Working with volunteers is a choice made very consciously. This decision fits exactly within the vision 

of Children Asking and is a cheap way of staffing. Working with volunteers might mean always 

struggling to find enough and capable volunteers. It speaks for itself that this has a negative impact 

on self-sufficiency. On the other hand, until now it has worked out well and as long as churches can 

inspire their members to volunteer in the PEDE projects there is no direct need for change. It is 

recommended to assess this risk regularly to determine whether it is still acceptable in terms of 

continuity of the work of Children Asking.  
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5.2 Funding 
Attracting subsidies from the government and securing the OSCIP status to be exempt from taxes 

and allow local companies to donate with significant tax benefits are important conditions towards 

self-sufficiency of the program in Brazil. This has the full attention of Regina. If this doesn’t work out 

as expected or laws for subsidy and tax benefits change, there will be a huge impact on the self-

sufficiency of Children Asking. This being said, there is no direct financial problem as long as the 

Dutch funding remains. 

 

A model where local funding is sufficient to sustain the current operations would be ideal as this 

eliminates the need for international donations that are often more difficult to attract. Extra 

international funding can then be invested in expansion.  

All NGOs report a struggle to secure donations. A long-term commitment from larger companies is 

ideal to provide a stable basis, but this is not easy to achieve.  

To attract funding from companies, it is recommended to look for a match with their strategic goals 

and activities. For example, an educational publisher could be a match for Children Asking and PEDE.  

It is also beneficial to have famous ambassadors for the organization who can generate PR and 

attract funding. Eric Botteghin is a good ambassador for the Netherlands but his profile in Brazil is 

currently relatively low. This could increase if he is selected for the national soccer team, but if case 

this does not happen it would be recommended to try to attract a second ambassador, who is well 

known in Brazil. 

5.3 Embeddedness 
Embeddedness is probably the aspect that is best established by Children Asking. We see an example 

of an organization that doesn’t work from a colonial point of view. The context in which local 

churches play such an important role works out very well. We think Children Asking should cherish 

the relations with the churches involved. This also gives lots of opportunities in the enormous 

amount of churches in Brazil to expand the PEDE projects. 

Looking at the four relevant elements of embeddedness, the conclusion is three of the four elements 

are currently sufficiently in place for Children Asking: 

• The fit in the local context is sufficiently ensured through the connection with local churches 

at the center of the communities where PEDE is active; 

• The programs meet the needs of the beneficiaries. The public school system is insufficient for 

this group of children, and the effectiveness regarding their school results has been 

researched and proven by earlier research. The program also appear to have a very positive 

effect on the behavior of the children; 

• PEDE is a capable local partner for Children Asking. The foundations work well together. 
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With regards to the fourth element (participation with the local government, NGOs and 

entrepreneurs) we can conclude that this is partly in place at Children Asking. The cooperation with 

youth care is very important and works well at the moment. The announced cooperation with 

another Dutch/Brazilian NGO will allow the program to be expanded into more areas of Brazil, which 

is a positive development.  

It is recommended to look into further forms of cooperation with local companies and 

entrepreneurs. Many churches assisting with the program experience financial difficulties which 

make it difficult for them to paint and furnish classrooms and buy materials. A cooperation with local 

businesses might provide a solution for them.  

It is also recommended to look into other forms of cooperation to provide the program. The 

connection with churches is working well, but there might be other organizations (e.g. schools) that 

could execute the program, provided they have sufficient attention for the importance of norms and 

values.  
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6 Discussion and suggestions for further research 
Eric Visser is still the leader and keyperson in Children Asking, both on the Dutch side and on the 

Brazilian side of the NGO. Replacing him one day by one other person might be very difficult. His 

succession was the original starting point of our research, which changed underway into the format 

of the research as described in this report. It appeared to be almost impossible to describe the wide 

variety of all the activities done by Eric Visser, which makes it hard to research the full range of his 

work within one week.  

 

To research the full range of the organization and learn to know Brazil and Children Asking in depth, 

more time on site is needed. Doing volunteer work or doing an apprenticeship might lead to better 

and new insights. This report is written from our point of view, and we have to realize that our 

knowledge and understanding of Brazilian culture is limited.  

 

The empirical information was mainly collected during a nine-day visit to São Paulo. During this short 

period, it was not possible to research all subjects mentioned in the theoretical model with 

maximum depth. Performing more interviews with different people within the organization, and also 

in other regions of the country will certainly enhance the quality of the empirical data. 

 

In this case study, we relied on the stories of the interviewees. Of course, there is a possibility that 

their answers were socially desirable, although we tried to check the facts as much as possible by 

reading documents and crosschecking by asking similar questions to different persons.  

 

During our visits, the management of the organizations were present. This might have made it 

difficult for them to make more critical remarks. Because of the language barrier, translators were 

present during all interviews and visits. This might have an influence on the data and our 

understanding of the situation as well. 

 

In this research, we only looked at two peer organizations. Both were located in São Paulo. It would 

be interesting to research more NGOs and compare the results of a broader study. This could also be 

executed in other areas of Brazil, to make the results more widely applicable. 

 

We recommend that all parts of the theoretical model used in this report can be explored more in 

depth. Besides studying the current situation, there is also an opportunity to research the 

possibilities to expand PEDE to other countries and to further look into the collaboration with 

another Dutch NGO working in Brazil.  
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