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TOWARD AUTHENTIC PARTNERSHIP:  HOW NORTH-SOUTH NGO PARTNERSHIPS CONTRIBUTE TO DEVELOPMENT

Roland Hoksbergen – November 2002

“I don’t know that there’s any alternative to working in partnership with Southern NGOs.” Karl Westerhof, CRWRC Team Coordinator/Liaison (2002).

“Today’s rule of thumb in international development is that everybody wants to be a partner with everyone else on everything, everywhere.”  Alan Fowler (2000, 3).

“One other strength of the (English) language is its ability to reproduce new terms and words and also add new meaning to old ones.  Do you know that a donor or giver of alms is now called a partner and the receiver or beggar is equally termed a partner?

   The exactitude may have been blurred but both parties know exactly what it means.  You see AID and DONOR say a lot about the respectability of the recipient.

   He must be indolent. He must be vision-less. He must be a ‘no-gooder.’  So to suit the ego of the recipient they have agreed to call each other development partners.” Joe Frazier, “Mind the Beggars’ New Language,” Daily Graphic (Ghana), October 5, 2002, 7.
I. Development Partnerships; Rhetoric or Reality?
Karl Westerhof works for the Christian Reformed World Relief Committee (CRWRC), a North American Christian NGO (non-governmental organization).  Alan Fowler is among the preeminent development scholars of our time.  From two different vantage points, both attest to the fact that the vast majority of development organizations, from government organizations like USAID and CIDA, to multilateral organizations like the World Bank, to NGOs throughout the world are working in what have come to be called partnerships.  Fowler says partnership today are “politically correct” in the development arena.  Westerhof sees no other alternative.

On the face of it, working in partnership sounds natural and good, and who could argue with such a friendly sounding term?  Yet preliminary research on the way these new partnerships have worked in practice has pointed to a large gap between rhetoric and reality.  The quote by a Ghanaian newspaper journalist says it bluntly, but scholars are making similar points with more nuanced prose.  The early evidence indicates that talk of partnership is cheap, but really working in partnership, and making partnerships work, is very hard work.

This doesn’t mean partnership is a bad idea.  In spite of the obstacles and the record to date, people like Westerhof and Fowler still believe there are good reasons for striving to develop what Fowler calls “authentic partnerships.”  For Fowler, authentic partnerships are important because they are more economically efficient than are other types of relationships, and because they build the social capital necessary for civil society (Fowler 1998, 144).  Westerhof agrees with Fowler on both these points, but adds a theological perspective.  “Partnership,” he says, “is about living in community with one another, which is how God created us to live.  We must work together to overcome the world’s brokenness, to build communities in which we can serve each other and learn together (Westerhof 2002).”  CRWRC colleague Tom Post says that “partnerships of mutual respect build each other up and enrich each other, and so give us a sense of life in the Kingdom of God (Post 2002).”

What I would like to explore in this paper is the development community’s recent experience with partnerships between Northern and Southern organizations, paying particular attention to some of the issues that appear either to vitalize or undermine the work that the partners are doing together.  These issues include how the two organizations actually work together, how they handle finances, and how the partnership relationship grows and changes over time.  Simply working together and calling it a partnership, as is common today, and actually working in authentic partnership are vastly different, and I will argue that development work could be improved greatly, at local, national, and global levels, if Northern NGOs (NNGOs) and Southern NGOs (SNGOs) were to work much harder at developing authentic partnerships.  In making this argument I will be relying heavily on a case study of CRWRC’s partnership work throughout the world.  After reviewing in the first half of the paper why the practice of partnership has attracted so much attention in the development community as a whole, how well development partnerships are currently working, and what is meant by “authentic partnership,” I will proceed in the second half of the paper to bring in the findings from the CRWRC case study and explain how authentic partnership can help resolve many of the issues that hinder both partnership and development work in general.

II. Why Partnership?  Why Now?
Partnerships arose as the relational norm for development organizations in the 90s, a phenomenon that Alan Fowler explains both historically and conceptually.  First, from a historical point of view, he argues that the emphasis on partnership has resulted from the convergence of four distinct yet interrelated trends.  These are (1) the decline of confidence in the ability of the state to direct and control the development agenda and the corresponding renewal in the private sector as the primary engine of development; (2) the rise of interest in civil society as a vital sector in the life of the state and society; (3) the tremendous expansion of NGOs in the South, including their sheer numbers, their size, and the purview of their work, and (4) the increasing interaction between NGOs and market actors in areas such as social responsibility and ethical standards.   All of these historical forces, says Fowler, have “contributed to thirty years of relationship convergence (Fowler 2000, 2-3).”  

From a conceptual, or theoretical, point of view, Fowler argues that the rationale for promoting civil society, NGOs, and partnerships comes from three different perspectives.  First, he says that liberal social contract theory contemplates the evolution of partnerships in the ever changing institutional structure of free societies as new and changing institutions seek to advance their distinct and separate purposes.  Second, partnership can be seen as the answer to many of the failures of the traditional aid system.  As such, partnership is intended to improve the local ownership of programs and to improve the efficiency and impact of aid.  Third, and with a cynical tone, Fowler says partnership is seen by some as a “terminological Trojan Horse,” because its intent is simply to mask the way in which the powerful North actually manipulates Southern societies to its own advantage.  Partnerships that play off of IMF policies, for example, built as they are on the associated social investment funds, are one illustration of this way of thinking (Fowler 2000, 4-8).

While the explanations given by Fowler are helpful, they are still a bit abstract from the point of view of the practitioner.  Among the practical reasons for working in partnership, are the following:

1. Local organizations know the local context better.

2. Local organizations understand local cultures and traditions better.

3. SNGO labor costs are lower, thus increasing efficiency.

4. Local organizations provide better continuity, because they will stay for the long haul.

5. Partnerships allow for creative synergy in planning to achieve joint purposes.

6. Working in partnership improves prospects for long-term sustainability.

7. Local civil society is strengthened.

8. Local participation leads to greater local ownership.

9. Southern partners help educate Northern constituencies.

10. Long-term partnerships allow for long-term impact. (See Penrose 2000, 243 and Mancuso Brehm 2001, 24)

On the heels of the partnership movement there have followed a number of attempts to assess whether partnerships are really doing all that is claimed for them.  Among the concerns of the reviewers is that the word “partnership” is being employed with great versatility and for many types of relationships, and recent studies have raised serious doubt about whether authentic partnerships really do exist, and even if they can or should be the ideal.  

III. Partnerships in Practice

Before April 7, 1994, “the development community considered Rwanda to be a well-developing country.  Rwanda was usually seen as a model of development in Africa, with good performance on most of the indicators of development, including the usual indicators, such as growth in GNP, manufacturing, or services; the more social indicators, such as food availability or vaccination rates; and the new bottom-up indicators, such as the number of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and cooperatives in the country.” Peter Uvin, Aiding Violence: The Development Enterprise in Rwanda 1998.

“HIV/AIDS is where much foreign aid money is currently directed, and many fledgling anti-AIDS organizations are emerging in order to benefit from this relative flood of money.  Unfortunately, some of the newly formed AIDS organizations know almost nothing about AIDS and little more about how to run an organization.”  Rebecca Vandermeulen, graduate student in development at Emory University, writing from Mozambique (2002).

The way Peter Uvin describes the work of development organizations in Rwanda prior to the genocide, the whole enterprise was functioning more or less as it should have been.  Northern organizations partnered with local ones to generate the sort of positive impacts they were all looking for, and reports going up the aid chain were by and large positive.  In addition, Uvin reports that civil society appeared to be strong and growing.  But we all know what happened in Rwanda, and the horrific events that unfolded in Rwanda after April 7, 1994 require us to ask what went wrong, and this is the question that Uvin addresses.  Uvin’s analysis raises two important points.  First, development organizations in Rwanda had a tendency to focus on their own narrow areas of expertise, with special attention to the achievement of a narrowly defined set of impacts and results.  He recounts a situation prior to the genocide when virtually every organization, from NGOs to bilateral and multilateral, was singularly focused on cultivating its own little grove of trees, oblivious to the dry tinder of ethnic hate building up in the forest around them.  The second issue Uvin raises is that the developing network of organizations in Rwandan civil society, the same organizations with which NNGOs were partnering, fell apart as soon as the genocide began.  They were overwhelmed by other local, homegrown, organizations like the Interahamwe.  Uvin suggests that the civil society organizations Northern partners were so pleased about in their reports were not really owned by Rwandans, but were instead bought and paid for by Northern donor organizations.  

Other research on partnership is less striking, but no less disturbing.  Fowler says that many of the relationships referred to as partnerships tend to “slide toward patron-client relationships associated with contracting (1998, 140).”  Kilalo and Johnson, studying a partnership in Uganda made up of World Neighbors, the UN, and the government of Uganda, expected to find a relationship of “mutual respect and exchange,” but discovered instead that SNGOs were really doing little more than “delivery of public goods and services (1999, 457).”  A study by Lister on a tripartite relationship among a bilateral donor, a Christian NNGO, and a Christian SNGO shows that when the NNGO was not getting the results required in its contract with the bilateral donor, it bypassed its SNGO partner and implemented its own projects.  Especially interesting in this case is that the SNGO, because of its Christian orientation, believed they should work through local churches.  But the bilateral donor had no interest in this, and the SNGO was upset with its Christian NNGO partner when it followed the dictates of the bilateral donor rather than its deeper kingdom calling (Lister 2000, 231 ff.).  All three of these studies attest to how difficult it is to work in partnership when Northern organizations, due to advantages of funds, education, and networks, are so much more powerful.  Eade and Ligteringen conclude that “the word ‘partnership’ has today become devalued through uncritical overuse, often to mask paternalistic practices on the part of NGOs (2001, 15).”

Much of the drive toward partnership has been spurred by large bilateral and multilateral donors, which are channeling increasing amount of funds through NGOs (Gruhn 1997, 327).   But Gruhn is worried that NGOs availing themselves of these funds are losing their independence and are instead becoming “creatures of governments and IGOs (Intergovernmental Organizations).”  Efforts on the part of the World Bank to bring the poor into its consultations on poverty reduction is to be lauded, and indeed it appears that the Bank can learn a lot from its increased contact with the poor (Narayan 2000).  But there is skepticism about just how open the World Bank really will be to what they hear from the poor.  Alan Whaites, for example, believes the Bank is too powerful, too bureaucratic, and too steeped in its ways to really do justice to any such partnership (Whaites 2000, 2002).

Among the more hopeful assessments is one by Mancuso Brehm, who studies partnerships of ten European NGOs.  She notes that Northern organizations are much more likely to believe they are working in partnership than are Southern organizations, which express a good deal more skepticism.  Consistent with other studies, she notes how hard it is to work in partnership when so much power is in the North, but she finds that if the organizations really value their partnerships, and work at them, then they can, over time, build up the “trust, respect, integrity, credibility, and ownership” needed for effective partnerships (2001, 13).  She also notes how different it is for Northern organizations to work “through partners” and to work “in partnership,” the latter focusing more on the relationship and joint work, and the former focusing more on contracting and capacity building.

From a reading of the current literature on partnership, the general conclusion seems much like what Gandhi is reputed to have commented about Western civilization; that it would be a good idea.  The evidence suggests that the broad range of development organizations have not succeeded in creating authentic partnerships.  One theme of the studies is to subtly question whether organizations in the North, and even those in the South, are really interested in partnership, or if it’s just an exercise in rhetoric.  Perhaps Northern organizations are only interested in satisfying their bureaucratic imperatives, while Southern organizations are only interested in doing what’s required to get the funding.  In a particularly biting sarcastic article, Gino Lofredo (2000) instructs Southerners how to get rich by creating an “EN-GE-OH” and taking the steps necessary to “partner” with a Northern funder to defraud them of their money.  The letter from Vandermeulen quoted at the top of this section seems to support Lofredo’s sarcasm.  

One of the problems these studies point to is that in the present climate almost every relationship among development organizations is referred to as a partnership, which may be one of the reasons why serious shortcomings in partnership practice are so easily discovered.  And that brings us back to asking what it would take to develop a true, or authentic partnership, and how important such partnerships are for development work?  

IV. In Search of Authentic Partnership

In attempting to identify precisely what is meant by “authentic partnership,” we must recognize first that the word “partnership” is often used casually, and second that there are a variety of types of relationships that are typically referred to as partnerships.  As Kilalo and Johnson noticed when they tried to pin down the meaning of partnership in development, there is “no widely accepted definition of partnership (1999, 456-7).”  

Consider some of the different ways we commonly speak of partnership, each with different implications for the character of the relationship.  In business partnerships, for example, both parties sign on to a common mission and an agreement is formed addressing what contributions the partners will make, what roles they will play, and what benefits they will receive.  To dissolve such a partnership might be unfortunate, but it would not be thought of as immoral or wrong.   Marriage is another type of partnership, but the level of commitment is expected to be much higher, and there is purpose and meaning to the partnership itself in addition to, say, any common mission the married partners might agree on.  To some degree, the mission is the marriage itself.  Another difference is that the dissolution of a marriage partnership clearly has moral relevance.  In a third type of partnership, sports and games are often played in partnerships that form and dissolve as rapidly as games are played.  Commitments to each other in these partnerships are for an immediate and short term purpose.  Each of these three types of partnership, though certainly different in some key aspects, nevertheless shares the quality that each partner should be treated, more or less, equally.  A fourth partnership model is the teacher-student learning relationship, and while there is mutual respect and common purpose in this relationship, it would not be right to think of the partners being fully equal.  

In spite of the fact that there might be different legitimate models of partnership for different circumstances, there are some characteristics of partnership that cut across the different models.  In the development arena, there have been some attempts to identify these characteristics.  Fowler (1998, 144) says that an authentic partnership is characterized by “mutually enabling, inter-dependent interaction with shared intentions,” which implies, “inter alia, a joint commitment to long-term interaction, shared responsibility for achievement, reciprocal obligation, equality, mutuality and balance of power (Fowler 2000, 3).”  For Kilalo and Johnson partnerships are “dynamic relationships where particular roles and responsibilities (in terms of activities and resource allocations) are decided upon collectively and delegated to each member of the partnership, with the recognition that each is dependent on and accountable to the other members (1999, 456, 458).”  And Lister says a partnership is “‘a working relationship that is characterized by a shared sense of purpose, mutual respect and the willingness to negotiate (Lister 2000).’”  Lister then draws up a list of the characteristics of successful partnerships.  These are:

1. mutual trust

2. complementary strengths

3. reciprocal accountability

4. joint decision-making

5. a two-way exchange of information

6. clearly articulated goals

7. equitable distribution of costs and benefits

8. performance indicators and mechanisms to measure and monitor performance

9. clear delineation of responsibilities and a process for adjudicating disputes

10. shared perceptions

11. a notion of mutuality with give-and-take

12. mutual support and constructive advocacy

13. transparency with regard to financial matters

14. long-term commitment to working together

15. recognition of other partnerships

These definitions of partnership and associated characteristics are well and good, but leave some of the most important, and controversial, issues unattended.  Among the most sensitive of all issues is that of funding, with some observers believing that partnership is impossible when one organization funds the other (Eade 1997, 9; Edwards 1999, 115).   Manji is particularly forceful:

No matter how good the personal relationship between the Northern NGO and the Southern NGO, the latter must accept the humiliation of being the receiver of charity.  Perforce, there is a relationship of unequals. And inequality never built capacity: it nurtures dependence; it establishes the material basis for dancing to the tune of the donor (Manji 2000, 78).

Another issue is whether partnership is the right way to think about a relationship when one organization, the Northern NGO is trying to build capacity within its Southern partner, thus making its “target” the internal affairs of the SNGO itself rather than some field of work external to both partners.  Would the teacher-student model be the right one for capacity building strategies?  The question is underscored by the fact that one of the prevailing trends in development work is to promote what is called the sustainability of partner organizations, sometimes even referred to as “graduation.”  NNGOs thus look forward to the day when they will end the partnership or, in typical NGO-speak, phase out of the relationship.  Liz Goold says  “’there is a paradox that true partnership is achieved at the moment of mutual independence and equality, yet this is generally the moment the partnership ends (quoted in Mancuso Brehm 2001, 41).’”  Planned phase out seems to put the relationship into more of a business type of partnership, while longer term commitments would be more like a marriage. This raises the question of whether developing a network of partnership relationships is part of what organizations are (and should be) working toward, or whether partnerships are simply intended to be a means to some other end, nothing more than a strategy.  Is development about the work, about the partnership, or both?  Yet another concern is that there are many different types of organizations working in development.  Are all the relationships among organizations like the World Bank, bilateral organizations, NNGOs and SNGOs of all types and sizes, national and local governments, business organizations, and community based (or grassroots) organizations properly to be thought of as partnerships?  Finally, the above citations, coming as they do from the secular literature, carefully skirt the issue of common commitments to deeper religious orientations, preferring to mention only “clearly articulated goals” and “shared perceptions.”  Can Christian organizations, imbued with their Christian sense of mission, properly partner with organizations that do not share these commitments?  How strongly must organizations in partnership hold to the same underlying beliefs and values?

To summarize, there are four general categories of questions that have arisen:

1. Why should development organizations work in partnership?  Is partnership primarily a strategy to achieve some other purposes, or is there value in the partnership itself?


2. What is the character of the partnership relationship?  Do present-day development partnerships display the commonly accepted attributes of successful partnerships?  Are there different legitimate models of partnership that might apply to different development actors?  What kinds of organizations should partner with each other?  If a partnership relationship should be one in which partners are, in some sense, equal, what kind of equality is this and how would it be achieved? How should partnering organizations interact with each other, and how should they work together?  


3. What is the role of funding in a partnership relationship?  Can we really speak of partnership when one organization funds the other?  Is financial sustainability of the SNGO a legitimate goal of partnership?


4. How should the partnership evolve, and how long should it last?  Should phasing out at some future time be part of the expectations?  Are partners in any sense morally obligated to stay in the partnership?


I will now address these questions by introducing the case study of CRWRC partnerships into the discussion and using the findings from that study to further illuminate what authentic partnership is and how important it is for development.

V.  Insights on Development Partnerships arising from a Case Study of CRWRC Partnerships

A review of the literature cannot but lead one to wonder whether development organizations in both the North and the South really are interested in forming authentic partnerships, but there clearly are organizations for which partnership is a deeply held value, and CRWRC is one.  CRWRC not only believes partnership is a good idea, but has been working at developing ever better partnerships for more than 30 years. 

Organized in 1962 by the Christian Reformed Church of North America (CRCNA), CRWRC is the diaconal arm of the church.  Strongly rooted in the Calvinist tradition, the CRCNA was founded in the mid-19th century by Dutch immigrants and is today a relatively small North American denomination.  Spread out across the US and Canada, with concentrations in regions where the immigrants settled, the church now has about 300,000 members.  CRWRC has grown since 1962, though with a staff of about 100, a 2001 budget of $11 million, and a presence in about 30 countries, it is not at all large by NGO standards. Yet despite its small size, CRWRC has played a leadership role in consortium organizations like the Association of Evangelical Relief and Development Organizations (AERDO) and the Canadian Council of Christian Charities (CCCC).  CRWRC’s stated mission is to “engage God’s people in redeeming resources and developing gifts in collaborative activities of love, mercy, justice, and compassion (Long Range Plan 1999).”  It has long been an organization with a primary focus on community development, but its work also includes disaster response, church ministry development, justice education and advocacy, as well as the organizational development of partners who are working in these areas.  One significant feature of CRWRC is that around 90% of its budget is supported by voluntary contributions from individuals, thus giving CRWRC a strong membership constituency.  What distinguishes CRWRC for this study is their long history of partnering with local organizations and the seriousness with which they take their partnerships. One rarely finds the CRWRC name and logo displayed in the South any place but on their generally non-descript offices.  The local face of the work belongs to CRWRC’s partners.  In some countries, CRWRC is not even registered with the government.


To further their own understanding of partnership, and to make their experiences known to others, CRWRC allowed me the privilege in 2001-02 of traveling to eight of the countries where they have been working the longest, facilitated over eighty 1½ to 2 hour, open-ended interviews with CRWRC staff and partner representatives, and allowed me unlimited access to organizational reports, evaluations, correspondence, and other documents.  It is the findings from this study, in conjunction with other studies on development and partnership, that I will use to further explore the four sets of questions.

A. Why Should Development Organizations Work in Partnership?

When asked directly why they work in partnership, CRWRC and partner staff give different answers.  CRWRC staff tend to emphasize the importance of achieving measurable impacts in Southern communities, arguing that working in partnership makes them more effective in achieving these impacts.  In other words, they see partnership as a strategy.  80% of partner staff, however, almost the mirror opposite, believe that partnership itself is one of the purposes of development. This not to say that CRWRC staff do not value the relationships, but they worry that focusing too much on the partnership will divert their attention from helping the poorest of the poor.

The distinct responses to this direct question revolve around a long-standing tension in development work between measurable impacts and a respect for process.  The responses also point to another less acknowledged and less well understood tension, which is whether development should be thought of as occurring at local, national, or global levels.  For most Northern organizations, development thinking has been oriented to what is happening “over there” in the “target community.”  For NGOs this usually means the local community level, but at times it rises to the national level.  Rarely, however, does it reach a global scope.  Let us look at how the tension between impacts and process works itself out at local, national, and global levels.  I will argue that the practice of authentic partnership helps promote development at every level.   

Development at the Local Level

Like many NGOs, CRWRC has a history of focusing primarily on what is happening in the community, where their goals have been to organize the community for improvements in agriculture, health, literacy, income, and holistic ministry.  In theory, local development is ensured in the long run by the establishment of a process that either honors or motivates local ownership and participation (Fowler 1997, Edwards 1999, Chambers 1997, Sen 1999).  In practice, development organizations all profess to respect and nurture such processes.  But local ownership and true participation are notoriously hard to measure, which results in a much stronger practical reliance on measurable indicators like agricultural yields and health statistics, which, after all, are supposed to be the outcome of good process anyway.  Unfortunately, it is this practical emphasis on measurable impacts, coupled with the likewise legitimate goal of ensuring accountability for donated funds, that almost inexorably leads to the top-down, donor dominated aid chain that many observers loudly decry, and which strongly undercuts the local ownership and participation that is so important to the process.  
Development at the National Level

CRWRC’s traditional focus has been at the local, community level, and they have chosen like-minded partners.  But they and their partners have come also to see that national issues and community well-being are tightly interconnected.  This is not a new point (Sherman 1992), but what was new in the nineties was the extent to which civil society came to be seen as one of, if not the, principal organic, or internal, means by which the state would be both sustained and held accountable.  As vital constitutive institutions of the civil society, SNGOs and community based organizations (CBOs) thus began to voice their concerns and ideas as regional and national levels.  To support their community development work, they took on advocacy roles.  For many Northern organizations, however, supporting advocacy efforts in the South seems too political and too distant from the comforting embrace of measurable impacts.  NNGOs are thus often reluctant to fund advocacy efforts.   In spite of these obstacles, CRWRC has begun to focus more intentionally on justice issues, including national issues of human rights, environmental concerns, and gender issues.  Integrating justice issues into their normal programming, especially figuring out how to measure impact, is a challenge.  In addition, Justice Coordinator Susan VanLopik raises the danger that if the NNGO agrees to support advocacy programs that aim to give the poor a voice, but comes in too dominant, with funds and a preset justice agenda, then it might well “hijack the voice of the poor” by speaking for the poor rather than empowering the poor and facilitating a channel by which they can actually speak for themselves (Van Lopik 2002).

Authentic Partnership and Development at Local and National Levels

For development to occur at local and national levels, locally motivated, internally generated processes are what contribute to significant and long-lasting change.  Such local initiative, however, is a tender shoot that powerful foreign donor machines can easily bulldoze.  If the NNGO really wishes to nurture that process, even if measurable local impacts are its ultimate goal, then, for reasons of effectiveness, it should work to establish authentic partnerships with SNGOs.  Only when people in poor communities are motivated internally, organize voluntarily, set their own agendas, and contribute willingly of their own resources for a broad community purpose can NNGOs join in that process, partnering with the local organization to work toward commonly understood goals.  The lines that separate an authentic partnership from top-down Northern domination are sometimes difficult to draw, but there are ways to evaluate when they have been crossed.  For example, when NNGO staff are bringing all the proposals, when local voluntary contribution of time and resources diminishes, when the NNGO does all the training, when the NNGO is paying all the bills, when SNGOs are adopting without much comment the program policies and reporting procedures brought by the NNGO, and especially when the SNGO and community groups are excessively interested in what the NNGO can do for them in terms of financial resources, then the lines have been crossed, the partnership is no longer a partnership, and sustainable development, at both local and national levels, is in jeopardy.

Authentic Partnership for Global Development

Authentic partnership contributes to development at both local and national levels, but it is also essential for global development.  There are two ways of thinking about global development; first, as a set of global issues that need to be addressed, and second, as the development of global community.   As David Korten (1990) persuasively argues, many development issues are global in scope.  Issues like global climate change, international debt and finance, security, terrorism, ocean fishing, and trade in such products as arms, illicit and licit drugs, slaves, and sex are international in scope and, in some way or another, affect us all.  If we are to work on these issues in sustainable ways, then we must all be included in the conversations.  Because we are all impacted and will all be involved in various ways in plans to move ahead, ownership of any solutions must be widespread.  For that to occur everyone must have a voice and everyone must participate.  Unilateral decision-making may solve some problems in the short run, but it will sow seeds of other problems in the long run.  One way to ensure positive, sustainable, long run change is to foster the practice of authentic partnerships in which we can listen to and learn from each other, bring our different perspectives to bear on the issues, and organize together to solve our common problems and to achieve our common dreams.

But global development is about more than just solving problems and tackling global issues together; it is also about forming global community.  CRWRC’s partners make clear in their comments on the purpose of partnership that partnership is not just a strategy, for there is something good about partnership in and of itself.  It is not only the impacts we can achieve, or the problems we can solve, but the relationship itself that has value.  As Andrew Gwairangmin of CRUDAN in Nigeria said, “we need each other and that need is ongoing.  Partnership is like being a friend, and you’re friends forever, even though the friendship changes in character.  We work together to grow and change.”  This is what Westerhof calls Christian community and Tom Post calls a “sense of life in the Kingdom of God.” It is the Pentecost vision of people from every tribe and nation joining together in life and in worship.

Development at Local and National Levels – In the North

In addition to speaking about global community, some of CRWRC’s partners venture to point out that people in the North also have some things to learn about their own human development from people in the South.  Yet when NNGOs talk about partnership and mutual exchange and common mission, they are almost always focused on what is happening in the South.  What results is the curious situation that people in both South and North believe they can make important contributions to the well-being of people in other societies, but only Northerners can act on their understanding of mission because they are so much richer in money terms.  An authentic partnership, however, will serve to link people so that all participants are sharing with each other and learning from each other.  Just as in the South, people in the North also need ownership of and participation in their own development, and they need to be playing roles in civil society.  In the process of interacting with people from the South, they can learn more about their own development.  One way of picturing this is as a back and forth chain of mutually enriching interaction; 

People in Southern Community ( CBO ( SNGO (  NNGO (  

( Local Church (  People in Northern Community

Through the intermediary organizations, people in the North are connected with people in the South, and learning occurs within each distinct group.  

Authentic partnerships contribute to better development in the South, which is one locus of development, in the North, which is another, and at a global level as well, which is a third.  

B. What is the character of the Partnership Relationship?

Once NNGOs and SNGOs decide to work in partnership, there are many aspects of the working relationship that can either undercut or strengthen the partnership, and in the process either enhance or hinder development.  One such aspect is the character of partnership agreements.  Typical among such agreements is the development “contract,” for which the SNGO has competed in a bidding process.  Such contracts are often granted by official funding sources like CIDA or the UN.  The NNGO, in turn, contracts with SNGOs, providing both funds and training in return for measurable impacts the SNGOs achieve in the community.  The danger with the contracting method is that key aspects of good development work are violated.  As Tina Wallace says, “down the funnels through which the money is channeled come a range of procedures, understandings, and the latest ‘development thinking,’ all of which have a major influence on NGO policy and practice; some funding is completely tied, and the NGOs become straightforward implementers…(2000, 20)”  Wallace believes this model of partnership is too heavily based on a business model, which ignores essential features of voluntary participation and local ownership that are a necessary part of people’s organizations.  As Korten says, contracts turn NGOs into “public service contractors (1990).”  

Contracts or Covenants?



Aware of this problem in their partnership work, CRWRC is trying to make its formal agreements more supportive of the development process.  One alternative model is being developed in Uganda by the CRWRC country team and its partners.  Recognizing the need for some sort of formal written agreement, but concerned about the top-down nature of the standard contract, the team began to explore a two-step strategy.  First, CRWRC staff and partners work together to reach what they call a “covenant,” which focuses on the identity, the beliefs, the deeply held values, the level of commitment, and the overall common mission of the two organizations.  If a sufficient degree of compatibility is discovered or attained, then the two organizations agree to a covenant that binds them together as partners.  In the meetings required to develop the covenant, working relationships form and trust grows. Then, as a second step, staff from the two organizations plan the work they will do together over some defined time period.  The second stage is referred to as a working agreement and includes detailed planning.  Significantly, the working agreement is developed jointly and in full collaboration with community organizations.  The fact that the prior covenant is already in place means that the organizations are partners, and that they expect to share , plan, work, and even worship and pray together over the long term.  The working agreement spells out with some formality how that will occur in the short term.

Must every partnership be established with a sort of covenant that affirms the similar identity and purposes of each organization?  Respondents among both CRWRC staff and partners insist that it should be, a view that at first glance seems consistent with the emphasis on “common purpose” that permeates partnership literature.  But there is a gulf between simple common purpose and organizational identity that is key to understanding the depth at which two organizations can partner.  Two of CRWRC’s partners from the Philippines, Joseph ‘Boyet’ Ongkiko and Leah Genita, make a distinction between what they call general and strategic partnerships.  General partnerships are deeper and longer term and require a close match in underlying values and world views.  For Christian organizations, general partnerships would be reserved only for other Christian organizations.  Strategic partnerships, say with a secular microenterprise organization, or with USAID, are less demanding on issues of identity, more oriented toward short run common purposes.   In strategic relationships, a performance based contracting approach might well be appropriate, whereas the deeper, general partnership would do better with the two step covenant/working agreement approach.  Is it right to think of both of these types of relationships as partnerships?  Perhaps so, but the example here illustrates how a larger relational vocabulary would help out.  “Strategic partnership” would be more of an alliance or joint venture (Rickett 2002, 21), while covenant-based “general partnerships” would be what we are calling “authentic partnerships.”  

If we begin to think about partnerships at a variety of depths, then it becomes possible to imagine how organizations like the World Bank and bilateral donors might fit into the partnership picture.  It would be impossible for such organizations to forge deep partnerships in our pluralistic world, but they could certainly maintain strategic partnership, or alliances, with NGOs.  NGOs, on the other hand, should be more conscious about their deeper orientations if they are to form strong human bonds across national and cultural divides.   Strategic partnerships should be kept subordinate to, and at the service of, authentic, covenant-based partnerships.

Working Together

Among NNGOs and SNGOs today, the most common working style is one in which the SNGO carries out the actual work, while the NNGO assesses project or program proposals, provides financial resources and training, receives reports from grantees, and evaluates the work via the reports and periodic site visits.  CRWRC partners too affirm that most of their Northern donors behave this way.  For some this has also been their experience with CRWRC.  As one says, “they give us the money, and we give them results.”  A few of CRWRC’s partners profess to prefer this style of work from all their Northern partners, including CRWRC, but the strong majority say they prefer a lot closer contact with CRWRC staff.  Davis Omanyo from Kenya says that “with other (Northern) partners, it is grant writing, funding, reporting, and evaluations.”  Omanyo had been trained in this style of work, and, having become accustomed to it, found it hard at first to accept the more frequent interaction that CRWRC was expecting.  Eventually, however, he reports that CRWRC staff became “workmates and friends, and a good level of trust was built up through this frequent interaction.”  Omanyo now believes this is how a partnership ought to function.

Exactly what working roles NNGO staff and SNGO staff should take in an authentic partnership is a key issue.  CRWRC staff and partners seem to be searching from some balance between being too distant and too close.  Too much contact and the partner may feel dominated.  Too little contact and they may feel isolated and forgotten, as if the only thing that matters is money and reports.  CRWRC has tried to walk a middle road by developing a liaison, or accompaniment, model of partnership that places one CRWRC staff person (often, but not always, a person from the North) with only two or three partner organizations in a given country.  In countries where CRWRC works with 5 or 6 partner organizations, there are typically two or three development professionals on staff.  With that kind of ratio, CRWRC staff are engaged in frequent consulting and planning with partner staff.  Community visits, annual planning, various types of training at both organizational and community levels, and evaluations are often done in close collaboration.  In some cases the CRWRC staff person is responsible for a particular program the SNGO is working on (e.g. developing a training curriculum).  There is no set pattern to how these activities are done, for there is a lot of necessary variety with different national and organizational cultures, different levels of competence, different organizational sizes, and different levels of need.  

Setting Priorities at the Community Level

CRWRC continually struggles with how much to formalize its own objectives and exactly what they should expect from their partners in terms of specific performance goals. The pressure to formalize competes with the pressure to let partners and community groups define their own developmental objectives.  At present CRWRC allows partners wide latitude in defining what they and the local communities are going to work on, including areas of justice and advocacy, but CRWRC is insistent that careful thinking go into planning, that carefully drawn connections be made between inputs and outputs, and that careful evaluation periodically be done.  Reports are thus a part of what CRWRC expects from its partners, but CRWRC tries to ensure that the reports written by the partners are oriented toward the partner’s information gathering needs rather than CRWRC’s.  By so doing, CRWRC hopes to facilitate the development process, to ensure that people in the communities define their own objectives, and that they themselves rejoice in their achievements and assess their mistakes and make changes for the future.  Still, CRWRC insists that discernible impacts be one of the outcomes of the process, because they believe it is important for the community as well as the SNGO partner to know if they are succeeding in their work.  Balancing their focus on process with a need for discernible impacts is an ever present working tension.

Listening to Each Other; Learning from Each Other

In the mid 1990s CRWRC began a process of consultation and evaluation with its partners that was conducted under the method, virtually a philosophy, known as appreciative inquiry.  This process, taking several years, eventually led to a major organizational restructuring.  According to current CRWRC director Andy Ryskamp, this was the first time that CRWRC had really seriously listened to its partners, and it was at that time that Ryskamp believes CRWRC got on the road toward creating authentic partnerships.  Through these consultations, partners began to define how they wanted to conceptualize their own growth and their own capacities, rather than having the Northern donor come and tell them what capacities they needed to develop and/or improve upon.  It was also at this time that CRWRC put more emphasis on regional and global networking, putting more time and money into getting partners from around the world together to share experiences, and to build national, regional and global organizational networks.  A good deal of mutual exchange of information and ideas takes place at these meetings, and key strategic changes have resulted.  Asked what CRWRC’s best practices are, partners are appreciative both of the time that CRWRC staff spend with them and also of the regional and global assemblies, and they are almost unanimously enthusiastic about the appreciative inquiry process.

Yet there is still room to grow.  Penrose says about development partnerships that “if the relationship is to be reciprocal then southern partners should be given more opportunities to visit and evaluate the work of northern NGOs in the countries in which they are based (2000, 251).”  Others have suggested that partner representatives should participate in NNGO governance through positions on their boards.  As is clear from the interviews, however, though their opinions, ideas, and critiques are valued by CRWRC, Southern staff have hardly even contemplated the possibility of participating in a formal evaluation of CRWRC as an organization or in participating on its board.  CRWRC’s Tom Post says that at present partners are brought into CRWRC’s affairs in a consultative way, but not in a deliberative way.  They have a voice in the organization, but not a vote.  

A Partnership of Equals?

Many observers of partnerships use the word “equality” to describe a key attribute of partnerships.  The precise meaning of this equality is not generally given, but it seems to mean that the neither partner should feel imposed upon or dominated.  As already noted, Manji believes full equality can never be achieved between two organizations when funding is involved.  With a little more hopeful outlook, Mary Anderson identifies three reasons why inequality is unavoidable; (1) people in the South are the receivers in a one-way relationship, (2) they are in greater need of the relationship, and (3) they are accountable to people in the north.  “There is no way within the systems and structures of international aid that these three inequalities can be overcome (2001, 294).”  And yet, she says, if we recognize the inevitable inequality, we can still work together to overcome it.

A few voices in the CRWRC study agree with Manji, but more side with Anderson.  Voicing the minority view, Ricardo “Toyditz” Cosico of the Philippines says simply that “as long as there are funds there cannot be an equal status.”  Among others, while it is common to mention the obstacle that funds put in the way of equality, two thirds of partner respondents say they do feel like equal partners in many aspects of the relationship.   Typical of the responses is the following:  “CRWRC does not act superior even though they have the money.  The key in partnership is how the stronger one behaves in terms of finances.  CRWRC staff makes sure we know we have an equal relationship.  Other funders come and tell us what to do, or they want a hard proposal rather than dialogue (Joseph ‘Boyet’ Ongkiko and Leah Genita, Philippines).”  For the two thirds of the partners who express a sense of equality in their relationship with CRWRC, some clear patterns emerge.  Funding looms large in people’s minds, but just as important is the character of the working relationship.  Partners feel a greater sense of equality …

· The less direct funding there is from CRWRC 

· The less dependency there is on CRWRC funding 

· The more donors the partner has

· The more funds the partner raises by itself from local sources

· The more sensitively CRWRC manages the funding relationship

· The more partner voices are listened to and heard

· The more partners are truly involved in decision-making

· The more CRWRC manifestly values their contributions

· The more trust and mutual respect has grown

· The more frequent and transparent is the communication

· The less favoritism CRWRC seems to show toward other partners

· The higher is the education level, competency and self-confidence of the partners 

· The more partners lead training sessions for other partners

We will say more about the funding based responses in the next section, but the set of responses dealing with the character of the relationship, the attributes of the partner staff, and the involvement of partner staff testify to Anderson’s point that there are ways to achieve a sense of equality in spite of the bald reality that funds flow from North to South.

C.  What Is the Role of Funding in a Partnership Relationship? 

A confusing cacophony of voices surrounds the issue of the money flow from North to South.  There is no shortage of laments about the meager flow of resources, especially where the United States is concerned, and especially in light of the supposed reverse flow of funds from South to North in the form of debt payments.  Yet neither is there a shortage of complaints about the corruption-causing character of aid, nor of books pointing to all the foolish uses to which development assistance is put, including feathering the nests of the opportunistic thousands who find employment in the aid industry (Hancock 1992, Maren 1997).  The NGO community has been a financial beneficiary of this highly critical mood, as large donor organizations have sought more accountable means through which to channel their funds (Gruhn 1997).  But NGOs are themselves conflicted about aid, and even about the new moneys that are flowing through them from the large donors.  On the one hand they like their access to the new pool of resources, while on the other hand they worry about losing their independence and becoming simple extensions of the larger funders.  Paul Nelson captures this mood well, noting that “NGOs are among development aid’s most consistent advocates, and, at times, aid’s most trenchant critics,” which seems to come down to the message “Aid is terrible!  And we want more of it! (Nelson 2001, 279).”

For NNGOs too their own funding practices with their Southern partners are a confusing mix.  On the one hand, a basic motivation among the wealthy, especially Christians, is that they should share their wealth with those in need.  What they most want to give is some tangible to a real person, preferably a child.  This is why child sponsorship programs continue to be a lead generator of NGO donations even though NGOs know that the type of child sponsorship envisioned by donors is not good development work.  The charity impulse is also behind the oft asked donor question “how much of the money we give your organization actually reaches the poor?”  To which one long time CRWRC staffer would typically answer “as little as possible,” and then, after the surprised reaction among the audience, would go on to explain how and why CRWRC spends most of its efforts in organizational development and training, and actually makes very few direct handouts.  The problem for NGOs is that the impulse to charitable giving among donors conflicts with the establishment of a locally generated and owned process.  Yet it is to the donors, not the communities, to whom NGOs are primarily accountable.

The Call to Financial Sustainability

The conflictive nature of funding can also be seen in the drive toward insisting on program and organizational sustainability.  SNGOs are commonly expected to become financially sustainable in a period of only 5-10 years, and development contracts are often designed to presume that during this time the SNGO will develop independent funding sources.  Once this occurs the NNGO should phase out of the relationship, and thereby avoid aid dependency.  Unfortunately, there is no reason to think that the huge gap in wealth and income between rich and poor will disappear in such a short time, nor is there a clear picture of how SNGOs are supposed to achieve financial sustainability.  One wonders why NNGOs would demand financial sustainability when the expected wealth gap would seem to call for continued sharing.

For their part, SNGOs have responded in a variety of ways to the demand for financial sustainability.  Many expend a great deal of their time and energy working to attract donors who will fund them after phase out with their current donors.  What often results is that NNGOs and SNGOs become involved in a game of musical chairs with frequently rotating associations.  Another common response is for the SNGO to undertake business ventures, the profits from which they hope to fund their development activities.  Sometimes the business ventures are closely related to their primary development mission (e.g. a health organization running a private clinic to pay for their public health activities), but often times they are absolutely unrelated (e.g. raising cattle to support literacy programs).  Probably the most common response has been to join the incredible expansion of interest earning lending, which in many cases is a legitimate development strategy, but which is being used increasingly as a means to generate organizational revenue for other programs.  All these fund-raising activities may generate the requisite finances, but they also divert the attention of the SNGO from its primary mission.  Francisco Gutierrez, a CRWRC partner from a large Nicaraguan SNGO with many Northern donors notes that almost all donors work with short time frames and expect their money to go to identifiable social projects with community impacts, while at the same time insisting on growth toward financial sustainability.  Paradoxically, he says, they provide no funds, support, or capacity building in this area.

Developing a Local Membership Base

Yet another, perhaps the most idealistic, strategy to promote financial sustainability is for the SNGO to develop its own donor or membership base.  Members would not only provide the local ownership necessary to sustain the organization’s mission into the future, but they would also gradually develop into local donors.  While ideal, this strategy proves very difficult.  SNGOs typically begin with strong Northern funding, with staff salaries and programs paid by foreign organizations, and only later, out of concern (generally foreign imposed) for local integrity and sustainability do they back into the need of switching foreign donors for local ones.   

Among the findings in the CRWRC study is how difficult it is for SNGOs to develop a membership base once the SNGO has been sustained with outside funding.  While some CRWRC partners have been successful in attracting other foreign donors, and other partners are building up a degree of financial sustainability through lending strategies, CRWRC partner experience with building a membership base, though not without some bright spots, has not been very successful.  When asked why this strategy has proven so difficult, partners respond as follows: 

· SNGOs are so programmed to look outside their local networks for funding that they have not built either the culture or the institutions of charitable giving in their local contexts. 


· The general population in the South, especially those in evangelical churches, has not really caught the vision for holistic ministry and are not inclined to support development ministries.


· Even if they had the vision, they are too poor to contribute much, and  


· Local organizations funded by outsiders tend to pay their staff at higher rates than local norms require, or than most community members receive, so locals simply do not feel a strong sense of obligation to foot the bill.

The difficulties attested to in these responses are also evident in the partner relationships CRWRC has with churches.  As quintessential membership organizations, churches stand out as potential development partners, and some of CRWRC’s experiences with churches have been very positive, but members of CRWRC’s partner churches do tend to be poor, their vision of ministry is not very holistic, and CRWRC’s funding of staff salaries and programs has led church members to see these ministries as belonging not to them, but to CRWRC.  In churches as well as with other partner organization, membership bases, assemblies, and boards continue, for the most part, to be small and weak.

Financing in Authentic Partnerships

Working in authentic partnership could help solve a lot of the confusion surrounding the practice of funding, but financing and funding practices would be somewhat different than they are today: 

· Before joining in partnership, both NNGO and SNGO would already exist as membership organizations that evidence local ownership, initiative, and commitment of resources.


· Each partner would pay the salaries and start-up costs from resources raised locally from its own membership and local donor base.


· Once in partnership, both SNGO and NNGO would finance jointly created programs in keeping with their capabilities.  As the wealthier partner, the NNGO would match, in some ratio, local funding.  


· There would be no need for near term insistence on SNGO financial sustainability.  

Under such guidelines, the NNGO would neither smother a fledgling SNGO with outside funding, nor artificially strengthen it only to have it die when foreign funding dried up.  Dependency would be avoided with the reasonable commitment of local resources, and local dignity would be upheld.  There would be no need to plan for, or expect, phase out of the NNGO.  Joint work could continue as long as both partners agree to a shared mission. Regarding sharing of resources, the wealthier among us would be able continually to share of our resources, helping people out, without harming the dignity and the development of the poor.  SNGOs would not waste valuable resources either in running businesses or in positioning themselves to attract foreign donors with different agendas than their own.  Nor would they be forced into interest earning programs when other strategies would be more effective.  The accountability function of the NNGO would be greatly diminished because the local organization would be backed by donors who would not only be more informed about local practices, but have a personal ownership stake as well.  

CRWRC has not made any organizational decision to adopt the practices outlined above, but a number of their working practices approximate them to varying degrees.  First, as an organization that focuses on organizational strengthening and training, CRWRC’s direct funding of partner organizations is small, sometimes as small as $5000/year.  Greater emphasis is placed on organizing, planning, training, and building organizational integrity.  Second, in a number of countries CRWRC has a matching grant program in which locally raised funds are matched with funds from CRWRC.  Third, after working under the planned phase out model for many years, CRWRC is no longer assuming that phasing out is part of a good partner relationship.  This is a response to the very simple question “if we and our partner are doing good development work together, why would we phase out of the relationship and begin working with another group that is less effective and less compatible as a partner?  

A fourth practice in CRWRC arises out of a business oriented group of people within the CRWRC membership base called Partners for Christian Development (PCD).  PCD strives to provide an organizational structure for Christian businesspeople around the world who want to learn from each other and build businesses that produce good products, provide employment in good jobs, and generally behave as Christ-like organizations.  There are three interconnected goals in PCD’s work.  One is to contribute to general socio-economic development by promoting business.  A second is to bring business people into working relationships with each other so they can learn from each other, encourage each other and, at times, do business with each other.  And a third is to nurture the base of Christian business people in the South so they will increasingly come to be financial partners in the Christian development organizations that CRWRC partners with locally.  PCD chapters have formed in several countries and represent a promising trend toward local ownership and financing of development ministries.  

D.  How should the partnership evolve, and how long should it last?  


There is a long-standing assumption in development work that the development worker is there “to work herself out of a job.”  In the early days of development work, the typical NNGO set up offices in Third World countries, hired technically competent staff, many of whom were from the North, and worked directly with “target populations” at a community level.  Tools and training were both part of a development package that would eventually bring the community to a level of self-reliance so that the NNGO could phase out and either move on to a new community or, if the job in the region were completed, return home.  There followed a process of indigenization, which for some meant that their offices throughout the world were increasingly staffed with people from the South, and which for others meant that they would partner with national SNGOs that were springing up throughout the Third World.  For those working through SNGOs, the assumption was that the SNGO would now perform the work in communities, while the NNGO would work to build the capacity of its partner SNGO, to the point that the SNGO would one day become self-sustaining.  The SNGO would one day withdraw from its work in one community and move on to another, and the NNGO would one day withdraw from its work with the SNGO and move on to another.  The goal of withdrawal, or phase out, is rarely questioned in the development community.  Van Rooy, for example, sees an end in the near future to the need for NNGOs doing any work in the South at all.  Instead, she envisions a role for them as policy activists in the North (2001, 40).  So much is phase out a part of the development mindset that discussions about phase out typically revolve around how to plan for it, not around whether it is a good idea.  Fowler discusses a variety of phase out strategies, but still, he says, “whatever the perspective, the crux is that saying ‘goodbye’ accompanies saying ‘hello’.  A strategy of incremental disengagement is an integral part of the initiating negotiation (2000, 27).”

Phasing Out the Idea of Phase Out

And yet within CRWRC the idea of phasing out of its work with partners is falling into disfavor, for two main reasons.  One is a simple consideration of effectiveness.  The question is posed by various CRWRC staff as follows: “Why should we withdraw from our work with  partners that are extremely effective at a community level, to work instead with fledgling organizations whose effectiveness is low, and whose organizational progress is not assured?”  A second reason has much to do with the fact that through the appreciative inquiry process CRWRC heard from partners that they value the partnership for reasons beyond mere program effectiveness.  This view was confirmed in my interviews this past year.  Out of the 31 partners who commented on phase out, all 31 believe that the relationship with CRWRC, once formed and nurtured, should not end, but advance and evolve.  To once again quote Andrew Gwairangmin of CRUDAN in Nigeria, “If you’re in partnership with another organization, then you don’t just quit. African culture values friendship, like a brother.  You never stop being a brother.  Phase out is a project-oriented idea.”  In contrast, half of CRWRC staff believe that phasing out is appropriate.  Such a disparity is not unusual, says Daniel Rickett, who has studied evangelistic mission partnerships…

for Western, goal-oriented partners, it (the partnership) is usually over when the objective is accomplished.  For many non-Western partners it is never really over because it is a relationship, not a task.  Even when the relationship has served its purpose, non-Western partners invariably strive to keep the relationship alive.  This penchant for fraternal relationship is one of the wonderful gifts non-Western cultures have in abundance and Anglo-Americans sorely lack.  Learning to live and work in community is one of the great benefits of intercultural partnership. (2002, 47-48)

In recent years CRWRC staff have wondered why they should quit working with effective partners, they have listened to the calls of their partners to continue working together, and they have increasingly come to understand the kingdom value of partnership.  As a result, CRWRC has decided to phase out the idea of phase out.  

What Comes Next?

The development community is so steeped in phase out thinking that it is hard to conceive of other ways in which development partnerships might grow and evolve.  Moreover, NNGO-SNGO relationships have been so heavily based on funding that phase out is generally understood to be synonymous with an end to the funding.  In this traditional model, it is the funding that drives the rest of the relationship.  Joint work revolves around what is to be done with the funds, and how the funded activities are going to be implemented, monitored, reported and evaluated.  It is funds that require the SNGO to respond to the NNGO and funds that give the NNGO a right to be there.  

If phase out were not part of the picture, how would the relationship evolve?  In the CRWRC ambit, staff and partners are just beginning to ask that question.   CRWRC’s partners, though strongly in favor of maintaining the relationship, are hard pressed to come up with concrete ideas about how the relationship should change.  Most actually still operate with the understanding that phase out is still a part of CRWRC’s modus operandi.  For some of CRWRC’s partners, the hope is simply that CRWRC will continue either to provide funds or to help them network with other foreign donors.  But fully half of the partners interviewed believe that the relationship should grow, even as funding support diminishes.  One innovative possibility for the next step is the Learning Circle that has formed in Bangladesh.  When a Bangladeshi SNGO begins to work in partnership with CRWRC, it also becomes a member of the Learning Circle, which gathers member organizations together for sharing with each other, ongoing training, and general networking with each other.  Most of the organizations within the Learning Circle receive no funding from CRWRC, but participate gladly in the Learning Circle nonetheless.  

The Evolution of Authentic Partnerships

The concept of authentic partnership helps us get a better picture of how the NNGO-SNGO relationship might evolve.  From the perspective of authentic partnerships, phase out thinking is based on two flawed ideas.  One is that development occurs only locally, which assumes that once local development is, in some sense, self-sustaining, then the outside agents can leave.  The second flawed idea is that self-reliance, at both individual and organizational levels, is an ideal to be strived for.  I have already argued, along with others, that development is not only local, but also national and global.  If true, then NGOs should form partnerships that contribute to local development, and remain in partnership to address national and global issues.  Once they are working together on planning for a better future, why should partner NGOs suddenly quit working together? 

Nor is the concept of self-reliance even attractive.  When initially formulated as a development goal, self-reliance was sold as a contrast to debilitating and dehumanizing dependency.  But self-reliance as an ideal is neither practical nor desirable.  Economists know, for example, that the most self-reliant people are also the poorest, because they cannot specialize and gain from the specialization of others.  Christians know that people were made by God to live in community with each other.  We need each other, and we need to serve each other.  That is how we are made.  Self-reliant people are both materially and spiritually poor.

Authentic partnerships begin when to organizations that each have a base of support and a committed membership find that they share a common identity, a common mission, and can work together productively.  As an authentic partnership evolves, both partners continue to interact with each other in response to the changing world around them.  They will reflect on the work they have done together and they will envision new work they might yet do.  They will also spend time evaluating their partnership, to ensure not only that they are accomplishing their jointly adopted mission, but that their partnership is alive, strong, and growing.  There may come a time when, for a variety of unfortunate, but legitimate, reasons, it would be well to part ways, but there is no reason to think that phase out should be programmed into the relationship from the beginning.  Fowler says that organizations, to be sustainable, should nurture a practice of “insightful agility,” such that “they can continually adapt and adjust in a purposeful, not random, way (2000, xii).”  An authentic partnership would work toward developing that insightful agility that will allow both partners together to adapt their joint mission to the changing world around them.  

VI. Conclusion

In the 1990s partnerships became all the rage in the development community.  Research on these partnerships, however, gives evidence of serious shortcomings in the actual practice of partnerships.  Today’s partnerships continue to exhibit the same patterns of top-down domination that development theorists have repeatedly identified as inimical to good development, yet which seem somehow to be inherent in the structures and working practices of the development enterprise.  Because so many of these still top-down, funding top-heavy, relationships are being referred to as partnerships, we have embarked on an effort to identify the character and role of partnerships as they might be rather than how they typically are.  We have called these “authentic partnerships” to distinguish them from all the other inter-organizational working patterns that are being called partnerships.  

Authentic partnerships unite organizations that have a common identity in worldview and values, a common sense of mission, a strong desire to work together in a mutually supportive and respectful relationship, a focus on achievements, and a willingness to change and grow as circumstances around them change.  Daniel Rickett captures this understanding by arguing that “productive partnerships”… 

must have vision, relationship, and results.  No one of these can be ignored. Reduce a partnership to a vision only, and it becomes no more than good intentions.  Reduce it to a relationship, and it becomes fellowship without a purpose.  Reduce it to results, and it loses its capacity to remain faithful.  Vision, relationship, and results depend on one another for wholeness.  They are interwoven and partnership and in ministry at its best (2002, 23)

There are not many development partnerships today that run aground because of a too heavy focus on vision or relationship.  These are problems more common to evangelical missions.  On the other hand, it is very common for development partnerships to suffer because of the overwhelming need for results, which not only threatens the working relationship, but also undermines the local ownership and initiative that is the essential ingredient for long term development.  We have seen too that there are other obstacles to authentic partnership, among which are funding practices, narrow visions of development, neglect of the importance of global community, infrequent contact in the working relationship, failure of Northern organizations to listen or really respect their Southern partners, expectations that SNGOs will become financially sustainable, and the assumption that Northern organizations should phase out of their partnerships.  

In spite of the obstacles, however, I have argued that working to build authentic partnerships will not only help resolve many of the dilemmas and tensions that development organizations constantly struggle with, but it will also ensure a long term sustainable development process that will engage and embrace us all.  Fowler is right that authentic partnerships lead to greater efficiency in carrying out development programs and to the construction of civil society, but CRWRC staff are also right in that authentic partnership contributes to the process of building the community of Christ’s Kingdom, which embraces not only local communities, but also nations and communities of nations.  
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