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Synthesis 
Towards a new division of roles between Northern and Southern NGOis 
 
Introduction 
The Partos Community of Practice (CoP) Shift-the-Power started in November 2020. 
Whereas the problem of unequal power relations is addressed in many platforms and 
networks, this CoP seeks to make a unique contribution to this movement by figuring out 
how balanced power relations between CSOs in the North and South can be achieved in 
partnerships operating within the Dutch Policy Framework for Strengthening Civil Society.  
 
In the first half of 2021, two working groups carried out important preliminary work. 
One working group focused on trying to understand why such policies and programs almost 
invariably lead to power imbalances between Dutch and Southern CSOs. Fourteen factors 
were identified that can explain why this is the case. A second working group made an 
inventory of corrective measures undertaken by members of Partos and their partners 
within the system, to counteract the forces that cause power imbalances. The conclusion 
was that within the current system there is some room for maneuver to improve power 
relations, but that it is too limited to develop the partner relations we want. System change 
is needed  
 
On 10 September 2021, the CoP organized a webinar in which participants tried to envision 
the partnerships we want. The webinar was the kick-off of a collective thinking process that 
was conducted in four thematic groups over a period of two months. The thematic groups 
covered: 
1.      Partnership Building 
2.      Agenda setting, strategy development and implementation 
3.      Resourcing 
4.      Communication and representation. 
 
The core question addressed in these thematic groups was: How would the division of roles 
between Northern and Southern partners be like in the ideal situation?  The result of this 
process was laid down in four dream papers. The richness of these dream papers goes 
beyond the division of roles and includes critiques on the current system and ideas about 
system change.  
 
This paper is a synthesis of everything that has been said in the dream papers about the 
division of roles we want. The first two columns of the table below contain the role 
descriptions between Northern and Southern NGOs1. The third column of the table below 
contains some of the key questions and challenges that must be addressed in our search for 
pathways leading to system change.  
 
The next step will be a collective thinking process about the system change that is needed to 
make such desired division of roles possible.  

 
1 The limitation to NGOs (instead of CSOs=NGOs+CBOs) is deliberate, because there is no specific column for 
CBOs or for donors. The roles of donors and community based organisations are also addressed in some of the 
dream papers, but not as extensively. 
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Partnership building 
Roles of NGOs in the global North Roles of NGOs in the global South Questions and challenges ahead of us in our search for 

pathways that lead to system change 
When NGOs in the North engage in 
partnerships with NGOs in the South, they need 
to do so on the basis of equality and be aware 
of the factors2 that often lead to power 
imbalances in partnerships for development. 
 
NGOs in the North need to engage in 
partnerships that go beyond working within the 
framework and the timeframe of a funding 
policy or program.   
 
Preferably, the partnership terms are laid down 
in MoUs for long term collaboration, in which 
partners agree on issues such as decision 
making3, mutual accountability, transparency, 
mobilising and sharing resources, 
communication and representation.  
 
In addition to searching for suitable partners 
themselves, NGOs in the global North need to 
be open to engage in partnerships that are 
initiated and led by others, including actors in 
the South that want to choose those partners 
that are most suited to address the needs of 
the communities they are working in. 
 
 

When NGOs in the South engage in partnerships with 
NGOs in the North, they need to act and position 
themselves in a way that they can negotiate on a basis of 
strength and equality.  
 
Strength is derived from: 

• A strong constituency; 
• Well-established linkages with- and knowledge 

about communities; and  
• Capacity to raise and manage funds from local 

and international sources.  
 
Evidence of such strength provides a basis to negotiate as 
equal partners. 
 
Preferably, the partnership terms are laid down in MoUs 
for long term collaboration, in which partners agree on 
issues such as decision making, mutual accountability, 
transparency, mobilising and sharing resources, 
communication and representation.  
 
One of the suggested more practical measures to achieve 
that NGOs from the North and South have equal 
opportunities to initiate partnerships and to search for 
and find suitable partners, is the establishment of market-
places or match-making platforms where civil society 
organisations can present/showcase what they can offer 
and what they need. This way, partners can find each 
other and negotiate on a more equal footing. 

What change is needed in the system to create an 
enabling environment for building partnerships based on 
equality?  From the division of roles described in 
columns 1 and 2 it can be concluded that in a new 
system partnership building precedes the development 
of project and program proposals for funding purposes. 
This is to ensure that all partners, including NGOs and 
CBOs from the South, have a seat at the discussion table 
right from the start, and that they fully participate in co-
creation and co-investment throughout the entire 
project or program cycle.  
 
With regard to a policy framework that creates such an 
enabling environment, one of the core questions that 
needs to be addressed is: what is needed to make the 
transition from a vertical aid chain, in which a policy at 
the top-end sets the rules of the game for everything that 
is funded downward the chain, to a system where 
relational ‘horizontalism’ prevails. (thematic paper 4). 
 
 

 
2 Reference is made to the paper developed in the Partos Community of Practice Shift-the-Power: Understanding the system, Working paper, second draft, March 2021 
3 The Power Awareness Tool can help partners to determine who needs to be involved in which way when specific important decisions are being made in a partnership. 
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Agenda setting, strategy development and implementation 
Roles of NGOs in the global North Roles of NGOs in the global South Questions and challenges ahead of us in our search for 

pathways that lead to system change 
Northern NGOs supporting marginalised people 
and communities in the South, should respect 
and apply the principle: nothing about us 
without us. They need to become enablers of 
community-led agenda setting which includes 
harvesting priorities, ideas and solutions from 
the global South, including from the most 
marginalized at community level, CBOs and 
NGOs acting at higher levels.  
 
Northern NGOs will have to work in close 
collaboration with Southern NGOs who are 
best positioned and who have adequate 
capacity to fulfill the listening role at 
community level. Northern NGOs need to check 
the integrity of these processes and make sure 
that the nothing-about-us-without-us principle 
is respected4. To this end, Northern NGOs need 
to develop the capacity to understand SDG 
related issues from various perspectives 
including from a Southern NGO perspective and 
from a community level perspective.  
 
Northern NGOs need to advise donors on how 
to organize funding in a way that the voices of 
the most marginalized and ideas and solutions 
formulated in the South can become a main 
reference point for determining what will be 
supported with which resources.   

Southern NGOs are at the frontline of harvesting 
priorities, ideas and solutions from the global South, 
including from the most marginalized at community 
level, CBOs and CSOs acting at higher levels.  This needs 
to be done through dialogue and in a careful, bottom up 
and participatory way, not protocol driven or limited to 
checking boxes. Time frames for harvesting priorities 
and ideas need to be determined by local and national 
dynamics, and not by project-, program- and policy- 
cycles of donors in the North.  
 
Listening to communities requires intimate knowledge 
of the social fabric at the community level.  Such 
knowledge cannot be acquired from distance or through 
occasional short visits. Therefore, Southern CSOs are 
best positioned to fulfill the listening role at community 
level.  
 
They also need to further develop their capacities to 
listen to people who are excluded within communities 
because of their gender, age, religion, sexual 
orientation, or disability. Although, at national level 
there may be organizations representing the most 
marginalized, at grass-roots level the voices of the most 
marginalized are often muted. This is because they 
often do not assert themselves, which is related to low 
levels of self-esteem due to being stigmatized and being 
discriminated against. Innovative methods to also listen 
to the voices of these groups need to be developed. 

A new system needs to encourage that the voices of the 
most marginalized and ideas and solutions formulated in 
the South become the main reference point for 
determining what will be supported with which resources. 
In order for that to happen the time frames for harvesting 
priorities and ideas need to be determined by local and 
national dynamics, and not by project-, program- and 
policy- cycles of donors in the North. Therefore, it is 
important that the harvesting of priorities is a continuous 
process and not limited to the initial stages of a North 
based funding program. Can we think of a policy 
framework that would make that possible? How to 
reconcile the demands of the policy cycle in the North with 
the need to respond flexibly to the demand in many 
different countries and communities, each with their own 
specific funding needs in terms of pace, size and terms?  

 
4 A very useful guide for fulfilling this role is the publication “What does it mean to be community-led” by the Global Fund for Community Foundations and Global Giving 
(2020). They developed the Community-Led Assessment Tool which can be of help when determining the degree to which an organization is community led. 



 

Synthesis:  Towards a new division of roles between Northern and Southern NGOs, Heinz Greijn, December 2021 
 

4 Partos Community of Practice Shift-the-Power 

Advocacy 
Roles of NGOs in the global North Roles of NGOs in the global South Questions and challenges ahead of us in our search for 

pathways that lead to system change 
Northern NGOs need to engage in making 
community voices from the South heard in the 
North, and, where applicable, highlight the 
connections between factors in the North and 
problems in the South such as unsustainable 
Northern lifestyles and the extractive economic 
policies that have created the climate crisis and 
sustained global inequality. 
 

Southern NGOs, need to engage in aggregating 
community voiced priorities and bringing them to the 
attention at the national level and, in collaboration with 
Northern NGOs, at and global levels. Southern NGOs 
should be careful, not to replicate the same power a-
symmetries with local NGOs that now characterize 
relations between Northern and Southern NGOs. They 
should refrain from gate-keeping and act as conduits for 
communities to voice their concerns and needs in the 
corridors of power, and support them in getting a seat 
at the tables where their interests are at stake. 
 

In communication to Northern audiences, language needs 
to be purged from colonial legacies, racism, ethnocentrism 
and elitism. Therefore, NGOs North and South, should 
engage in developing a new and more respectful lexicon 
for development cooperation. 
 
While developing this new lexicon it is important to realise 
that this is more than an exercise in semantics. The   
metaphors and words used are essential building stones of 
a system. A system cannot be changed if terminologies 
remain the same. For example, the continuing the use of 
the concept of the vertical aid chain makes it very hard to 
think about a system that is based on cooperation rather 
than aid, and that is not a vertical chain, but a horizontal 
platform. 
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Resource mobilisation 
Roles of NGOs in the global North Roles of NGOs in the global South Questions and challenges ahead of us in our search for 

pathways that lead to system change 
There is a role for Northern NGOs to support 
Southern NGOs with developing their capacities 
in: 

• Mobilising resources from domestic 
and foreign sources; 

• Managing financial resources and 
strengthening their financial 
resilience; 

• Learning, and further developing their 
knowledge and skills in key areas 
relevant for fulfilling their mission; 

• Developing and maintaining their 
domestic constituency  

 
Northern NGOs should be transparent and 
accountable, not only to donors but also to 
other partners and stakeholders 
 
With regard to knowledge as an important 
resource, Northern NGOs should facilitate 
exchanges between CSOs from the South, 
focused on learning and innovation, and 
enabling them to constantly improve the 
effectiveness and efficiency of their strategies 
and approaches 
 

There is a role for Southern NGOs to support CBOs 
with developing their capacities in: 

• Mobilising resources from within the 
communities and from external sources;  

• Managing financial resources and 
strengthening their financial resilience; 

• Learning, and further developing their 
knowledge and skills in key areas relevant 
for fulfilling their mission; 

• Developing and maintaining their 
constituency at community level. 

 
Southern NGOs should be transparent and 
accountable not only to donors but also to other 
partners and stakeholders 
 
With regard to knowledge as an important resource, 
Southern NGOs should take up responsibility as 
conveners in leading discussions and discourses on 
regional and global issues that affect the civic sector. 
These could be done in partnership with NGOs from 
the North. Furthermore, Southern NGOs should 
invest in knowledge production, curation, and 
management and even knowledge export. They 
should seize available platforms or create new ones 
for harvesting and sharing/cross fertilizing of ideas 
between north and south. 
 

To change the system, it is crucial that all partners are aware 
that funding is only one of the resources that is needed to 
bring about change. Other resources are: knowledge, network 
relations, a constituency and legitimacy. Therefore, all 
resources that partners commit to the partnership need to be 
recognized. This recognition is essential for establishing 
horizontal relationships characterised by equality, respect, 
mutuality and complementarity. Methods and tools need to 
be developed that make visible all resources that partners 
bring to the table. 
 
Furthermore, partners need to make explicit who will be 
involved in which way when decisions about allocation of 
resources are made.  
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i Glossary 
This glossary is an adaptation of the list of terms in annex 1 of the Policy framework for Strengthening Civil Society 
 
Civil Society Organisation (CSO) 
A CSO is a non-profit organisation, neither established by a government body nor linked to a government body either de facto or under its constitution, which is a legal 
person under civil law and serves a public interest. CSOs  can include community-based organizations as well as non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 
 
Community Based Organisation (CBO) 
CBOs are groups made up of local residents. They are non-profit organisations working at local level to improve living conditions for local people, whose rights they 
represent.  
International non-governmental organisation (INGO) 
 
International Non-governmental organisation (INGO) 
An INGO is an NGO operating internationally with locations in various parts of the world, including offices in high-income countries. INGOs focus on a whole variety of 
themes in multiple countries. 
 
Non-governmental organisation (NGO) 
An NGO is a non-state, non-commercial organisation, which pursues a political or social goal. 
 


