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ABSTRACT
The challenges of the last years have shown that the survival of non-governmental organizations depends on their ability to communicate and to be seen and heard by stakeholders and the general public. This paper describes the results of an exploratory qualitative research, whose main objective was to identify the methods of communication and promotion applied by non-governmental organizations in the social services sector and their implications. The research was carried out in the period 2021-2023, on a number of 23 non-governmental organizations accredited by the Romanian Government, from Brasov County, Romania. Data collection was done through semi-structured interviews, with people from the management structures of the non-governmental organizations. The results of the research show that those non-governmental organizations with communication and social marketing departments have a long-term vision of the organization, create and follow clear communication strategies with visibility for both stakeholders and the general public, that give them stability and sustainability while non-governmental organizations that don't have a communication department and don't have constant external communication activities, don't have a long-term vision of the organization and work, rather, on survival rather than development and continuity. This research highlights the importance of developing an effective communication strategy within the management of non-governmental organizations, which will provide them with visibility, predictability and long-term sustainability.
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INTRODUCTION
Non-governmental or non-profit organizations (abbreviated: NGOs) have proven over the time, the extremely important role they play in society, being increasingly visible through their involvement in raising awareness and sensitizing citizens to what is happening around them, for the well-being of the community [1].
The last years have brought new challenges for NGOs in Romania, especially in terms of funding who generated the need to make themselves known in the community. This can only be achieved through external communication with stakeholders and the general public. Communication seems to be the key to success for NGOs. Joslin and Müller [2] show that there are significant positive associations between the communication of the projects that NGOs have, their performance, personal commitment and social networks. Unfortunately, as shown by other recent studies done in other countries [3], most NGOs ignore the power of social marketing strategies and use traditional methods of fundraising and promotion., which can lead to the failure of NGO programs [4].
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
The strategies and methods of external communication that NGOs approach are defining for the development and implementation of the programs they want to carry out [5]. NGO communication is multidimensional and strategic, it is a combination of different disciplines that, taken together, provide a powerful and comprehensive set of models, methods and tools to maximize results in accordance with organizational strategy [6, 7]. Being strategic means: long-term vision, building alliances, goal- and action-oriented approaches, setting priorities, logical consistency in unfolding elements of the strategy step-by-step, managing activities, budgets and human resources systematically [8]. An effective communication plan helps the NGO to tailor its message to specific stakeholder audiences and to determine which channels and tools it can use to communicate efficiently with them, including more creative and innovative media practices [9]. A successful communication plan impacts all aspects of an NGO, from engaging professionals, fundraising, recruiting volunteers, to influencing opinion makers and stakeholders [10]. 

The explanatory theories of NGO communication focus on participatory communication, results driven communication and multi-channeled communication strategies [5]. To these is added the theory of uses and gratifications developed by [11].
At the center of participatory communication is dialogue, in which all involved actors can participate: people, groups, collectives, institutions, stakeholders so that people feel involved in the decision-making process related to NGO projects [4, 12]. Participatory communication is based on results-oriented communication and studies show that it is effective for improving and developing the services offered by NGOs [13], but also for finding solutions to various situations [14].
The theory of uses and gratifications developed by Katz, Blumler, and Gurevitch [11] comes with the perspective in which the communication strategy is a rational choice between several alternatives, in order to maximize the gratification obtained. This means that users choose communication channels as long as they provide sufficient satisfaction. When a communication channel is no longer effective, it is abandoned, looking for other channels that bring current gratifications.
A modern model of communication involves the approach of a multi-channeled communication strategy. Communication on multiple channels and with multiple voices is considered more useful for the performance and success of projects carried out by NGOs and higher communication effectiveness is achieved when multiple channels have been considered [5].
Multi-channeled communication strategy also leads to the success of programs by enabling the rapid achievement of program objectives through the autonomous participation of all stakeholders, which resulted from creating a dynamic, two-way exchange of information and ideas due to the integration of multiple communication channels [15].
Considering the diversity of external communication models that NGOs can approach, the current research aimed to identify which external communication model apply the NGOs in Brasov, Romania, the communication strategies and methods use by these organizations and what are the implications generated by the adoption of a certain communication model.
METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

The present study presents an exploratory qualitative research, whose main objective was to identify the communication and promotion models of NGOs in the social services sector and their implications. The research was carried out in Brasov county, Romania and the data were collected in the period 2021-2023. Data collection was done through semi-structured interviews, with people from the management structures of the non-governmental organizations.

The theoretical sampling and the snowball technique were used, the sample being made up of 23 non-governmental organizations, out of a total of 31, selected from the map of social services in Brasov County (Map of social services in Brasov County). For data collection, the interview guide was used, which was structured first on themes, then on additional questions, where more data were needed.

The 23 participants in the study were told about the aim of the research and all participants gave their written consent for their answers to be used for scientific purposes.
During data collection, the data were entered into the Nvivo 14 software, performing a primary analysis to identify the maximum number of subjects necessary for the research. The data relating to the content of the interviews were processed and analyzed. In analyzing the collected data, thematic coding was used, focusing on the communication and promotion models used by NGOs. The 23 conversations lasted between 40 and 70 minutes, resulting in around 900 minutes of analyzable data. When theoretical saturation was reached, the data collection process was interrupted and followed by the thematic analysis and interpretation of the obtained information.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
NGOs approach external communication with stakeholders and the general public differently. From the analysis of the data of this study, 3 categories of NGOs with different communication strategies were identified, which, of course, also influence the methods of communication and promotion: NGOs with a marketing department and communication strategies; NGOs without a marketing and communication department, but which use different models of external communication and NGOs that do not have a communication department and no external communication models.
It is observed that the organizations that have a communication and social marketing department have a holistic approach, with well-defined strategies and long-term objectives. Only 3 of the NGOs in the present study have such a department, being large organizations with several social programs and having offices in several areas of the country, two of the organizations having offices at the international level as well. These organizations are well known to the stakeholders and the general public, having social programs with visibility and thus, they also have financial support from them.
The communication models of NGOs in the first category involve a 360-degree approach, they apply, strategically, at the same time, in addition to classic communication activities, such as: grassroots campaigns, media appearances, events, website, social networks , and innovative methods for the social field, taken from the social marketing area: information-education-awareness campaigns, community mobilization through crowdfunding events, direct-debit, cause-related marketing: On the social marketing side, we had quite a few collaborations that opened up new horizons for us, through which we managed to attract certain funds, as were several of our projects: Those who are users of the Up Romania application can donate certain amounts in the form of a voucher to the organization; Revolut users in Romania have the opportunity to make a single donation or to choose for recurring donations - weekly or monthly, directly from the application to the organization; every year we have a period when the people from Douglas Romania launch a fundraiser through which 10 lei (n.a.: Romanian currency) of the value of a certain product bought from them goes to the organization (NGO - medical and social services). 

These 360 ​​degree strategies, which are carried out permanently, ensure these organizations a continuous, long-term development, not only on the fundraising side of the present activities, but also development and diversification of services adapted to the needs of the beneficiaries. Even more, these organizations have ideas for the development of these methods of communication with stakeholders: Maybe in the future it would be good to think of a way for the employer to donate and also notify its employees about the NGO to which the company has donated the 20%, and they can donate the 3.5%, thus we would target larger companies that could bring more funds (NGO - social services).
Data analysis shows that the organizations that have a communication and social marketing department adopt the perspective of participatory communication that takes into account the evolution of society, from all points of view, but especially in the media area, adapting their communication strategies constantly according to the changes that occur. The communication models adopted by these organizations are focused on achieving results that lead to the development of the organization and its sustainability in the long and very long term. For these organizations, every external communication method is important, even if some are less effective than others: In the 30 years of activity, our organization has constantly developed communication and fundraising mechanisms. Each promotion mechanism contributes and has an impact at some point. (NGO – social and educational services).
This participative communication model was effective even in times of crisis, such as the Covid pandemic. Although from the point of view of fundraising, all NGOs suffered, during the pandemic there was more interest and involvement from the general public: With the pandemic we were a little scared because we were used to live sports events , the pandemic locked us in the house and then we had to come up with solutions to this and we realized that we had a challenge more on a mental level, that we didn't know what was going to happen. The support came tremendously from people from all over the country, so that at the last running event - - the "Run for them" cross - we had representatives from every county in the country (NGO - medical and social services).

From the data analysis, we find that NGOs with communication models and strategies have the following characteristics: they are large NGOs, with many employees, they have offices in several cities, have several social programs, they have communication and social marketing department, they have communication strategies, are innovative in terms of communication strategies, follow the perspective of participatory communication and multi-channeled communication strategy, all external communication channels are used, depending on the target audience to which the information is intended to reach.
The second category of NGOs includes organizations that do not have a communication department but have their own promotion and fundraising activities to support the current social services they offer to their beneficiaries. In general, there are organizations with a small number of employees, who, in addition to the rest of the responsibilities they have in the organization, also carry out these external communication activities. It is also observed that these organizations do not have well-organized strategies for the sustainability of the organization. Rather, they are punctual activities, in order to be able to carry out various projects of the organization for short periods of time. These communication activities are mainly to raise funds for their ongoing activities and projects or for the next period of time. 

However, despite having few employees and no clear communication strategy, these organizations are quite active on the stakeholder communication side, always looking for easy ways to get known but not involving expenses from the organization: We are always looking for free opportunities to get help. For example, we were chosen to participate in CreateAthon Romania, an event where we benefited from consulting, a new image, a promotion strategy and a brand new website (NGO - Educational Services). Although the need to have a specialist or a department in these NGOs is felt quite strongly, the resignation of these organizations to function without a specialized communication can be observed and they prefer not to hire a specialist, considering that they can function as organizations, still with the methods he applies at the moment.
We can observe that these NGOs that do not have a communication and social marketing department, but still have intense and innovative communication and promotion activities, follow the theory of utility and gratification, choosing their communication channels with stakeholders and the general public depending on how much satisfaction and gratification they get. When a communication channel no longer seems efficient, they give up on it and try other channels that bring them immediate gratification. This is another factor that distinguishes them from the first category of NGOs, which keep all types of communication channels, regardless of whether they are effective or not at the time. What is noteworthy is the fact that these organizations without communication specialists are always looking for innovative methods to make themselves known and promote themselves in the community. Even if they give up some communication channels, they are quite open to try new communication channels that may seem much more effective than others, such as story-telling: We have a project in which our beneficiaries present their life story and we film and post it. The plan with this project is to release a book to sell in bookstores and hopefully be a form of funding (NGO - educational services).

From the data analysis, we observe that NGOs from the second category have the following characteristics: they are medium/small NGOs that address the beneficiaries of only one community, they have one or two social programs, they do not have a department or a person employed on the social marketing and communication side, they do not have communication strategies, they follow the perspective of the theory of utility and immediate gratification, they often change communication channels with stakeholders depending on their efficiency, they have innovative, punctual promotional activities that ensure their sustainability in the short or medium term.
The third category of NGOs are organizations that do not have a communication department and do not have communication strategies with stakeholders and the general public. These organizations are more likely to function in survival mode, acting sporadically, when a funding opportunity appears, through projects for specific periods, specific sponsorships for certain activities or donations from individuals who find out about the organization through their personal network: Our organization it is not very well known in the community, although we have a few partnerships. But the community does not know what we do or with which category of beneficiaries we work (NGO - immigrant integration services). These organizations prefer the traditional type of communication, by organizing events, sponsorships and donations, word-of-mouth communication. The communication channels of these organizations are the websites, mass-media and Facebook.
From the data analysis, we observe that NGOs from the third category have the following characteristics: they are small NGOs that address the beneficiaries of a single community, they run only one social program, they do not have a department or a person employed on the social marketing and communication side, they do not have strategies or external communication or promotion activities, acting periodically and punctually when they want to obtain project financing. Practically, for these organizations, the idea of ​​external communication does not exist. All actions that could generate communication focus, in fact, on obtaining funds to continue the organization's activity.
CONCLUSION 

The current study started from the following questions: what are the external communication models in the NGOs in Brașov, Romania, what are the communication strategies and methods used by these organizations and what are the implications generated by the adoption of a certain communication model?

The conclusions of this study show us that the external communication model chosen by NGOs is largely dependent on the existence of a communication and marketing department in the organization. We can observe that NGOs with communication and marketing departments prefer participatory communication strategies in parallel with multichanneled communication, to ensure long-term visibility and to create and follow clear communication strategies that confers stability and sustainability, while NGOs that do not have a communication strategy act according to the theory of utility and gratification, they do not have a clear long-term vision and act more on survival mode.
Communication seems to be the key to success for NGOs. It is essential that the NGO perceives and includes communication as a strategic management function. Adopting a coherent approach to external communication is the best way to overcome the complexity of everyday problems and difficulties, but also of emergency situations, such as the Covid 19 pandemic and has the role of protecting organizational independence. 
In order to have a more complete picture of the external communication of NGOs, the data of the current research can be completed with the collection of more data of organizations from other cities, for allowing comparisons and understand the types of communication chosen by NGOs, the constraints and the implications that these choices can have.
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