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Introduction
Civil society organizations is seen to add significant
value to other sectors, whether as an official
partner, through informal collaborations or through
“spillover” effects. Experts from business,
government and international organizations have
highlighted the importance of the roles that civil
society plays as part of the broader governance
system.

For business

Civil society organizations provides legitimacy,
assets and intelligence to help deploy solutions that
may be complementary to or aligned with private
sector interests. Civil society is used to doing “more
with less” and seeking innovative solutions to
societal challenges. Much has been made of the
concept of “frugal innovation” in recent years;
similarly, civil society has incubated product and
service areas that have led to commercial
applications.

Civil society organizations and activities are also
often able to access local knowledge, expertise
and insight to reach “the last mile”, providing
connections with and understanding of potential
consumer bases.

Finally, many sophisticated private sector players
map and build relationships with key opinion-
formers who influence the policy and public
agenda. Where interests are aligned, civil society
organizations and corporations can form effective
coalitions to progressively shape the debate.

For government

As part of the “social basis for democracy”, civil
society represents a fundamental part of the
democratic system and highlights issues of
importance. It has the ability to express
controversial views; represent those without a voice;
mobilize citizens into movements; build support
across stakeholders; and bring credibility to the
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political system by promoting transparency and
accountability. In terms of policy formulation, civil
society is a valuable partner in providing deep
subject-matter expertise based on first-hand
experience, trialling and scaling up innovations in
social services and facilitating citizen engagement.

Civil society organizations representatives often act
in the public interest as whistle-blowers, holding
institutions and individuals to account – for
example with regard to environmental pollution
and tax avoidance. This is a valuable service that
complements government regulation and oversight,
but one that can be under-valued. Similarly, CSO
activities, both alone and in public-private
partnerships, often complement (and frequently
supplement) government assistance in providing a
wide range of services to populations.

Finally, as discussed above, society can act as an
enabler of and catalyst for cross-sector change,
creating for governments the political and policy
“space” to make difficult or otherwise unpopular
decisions.

For international organizations

Civil society organizations representatives possess
significant experience and expertise, particularly at
grassroots level, that can help international
organizations formulate policy and strategy
effectively.

By virtue of being closer to the end-beneficiaries of
global policy and programmes, civil society
organizations and movements can add credibility to
international organization activities. By involving
civil society as implementing partners, interventions
are more likely to be effective on the ground and to
reach those who are most in need.

As new public-private partnerships emerge, civil
society can also provide accountability as a
watchdog to ensure outcomes are socially and
environmentally responsible.
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1 Have an evidence-based, overarching civil society policy

Government should provide an overall framework
for support to strengthening civil society which is
based on analysis of the civil society sector and an
understanding of how civil society organisations
(CSOs) contribute to development. The policy should
spell out key terms, objectives, goals and principles
as well as different co-operation modalities for
supporting civil society and CSOs. The policy can
then be translated into operational guidelines.

Several factors contribute to predictable, relevant
and effective support and partnerships. They include:
having a clear and transparent medium-to-long-term
policy that is broadly owned by CSOs; explaining
the purpose of supporting civil society and for
working with CSOs; and setting out priorities and
objectives which are operational and results-oriented.

• Support for strengthening civil society should be
included overarching strategic vision for
development co-operation to ensure political
attention and support, to point to linkages with
geographic and thematic priorities such as fragile
states, democratisation and governance, and
promoting gender equality and women’s
empowerment.
• Donors should continuously test their assumptions
about the work of CSOs, this will help ensure that
policies and priorities reflect reality.

• Government should review whether their
regulatory and legal frameworks affecting civil
society are ‘enabling’ and consider including
objectives for updating these frameworks.
• The civil society policy should set out measurable
objectives including for implementing the
commitments made on civil society and encouraging
CSOs to implement practices that strengthen their
accountability and contribution to development
effectiveness.
• The civil society policy should be made public to
increase transparency and understanding. Publishing
the policy in official languages of partner countries
will also make it more accessible.

“The uniqueness of civil
society is making other
sectors work, leveraging
their capabilities and
enabling solutions”

“Civil society has a unique
role in fostering innovations.
It has the ability to
experiment, move faster
(than government) and act
as an agent of change”
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2 Strengthen civil society
in developing countries

Government should seek to strengthen civil
society organizations by promoting an enabling
environment - understood as the political,
financial, legal and policy context that affects
how CSOs carry out their work. Donors need to
identify how they can best achieve this objective,
being sensitive to country contexts.

Civil society organisations in many developing
countries are becoming empowered, organised
and experienced. Government should build
partnerships with these CSOs and ensure that
the way they fund them is also ‘enabling’ and
can help strengthen the democratic structures of
CSOs, for example by being long-term, results-
oriented and supporting core institutional
support. At the same time, Government should
have incentives for national and international
CSOs to build the capacity of civil society in
developing countries. This type of support also
needs constant monitoring and tracking to
ensure results are achieved.

Strengthening civil society can empower citizens
to participate in development and to taking-up
democratic ownership - a pillar of effective
development. Government work to strengthen
civil society through, for example, governance,
democracy and state building programmes. At
the same time, CSOs claim that government
could do more to support an enabling
environment for civil society in light of evidence
that civil society this facing increasingly
restrictive environments and shrinking political
space.

More specifically, when designing support to
strengthen civil society organization,
Government should:
• Have a solid understanding of the context
and state of civil society including in difficult or
fragile situations and map CSOs to identify
representative organisations with true local
support. Do this jointly with other donors and

agree on programmes to support enabling
environments for civil society.
• Make the enabling environment, including
legal frameworks, for a free, open and
capable civil society an agenda item in policy
dialogue with partner governments.

“Civil society is
consistently trusted far
more than
government, business
and the media at a
time when trust is by
far the most valuable
currency”
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3 Promote and
support public
awareness- raising

Partnering with and supporting CSOs to
build public awareness and understanding of
development issues and should be a priority
for government. A citizenry that is informed
and educated about global development
issues is an important, empowering objective
in itself and should be supported by
governments. Government collaborate with
and support awareness- raising activities by
CSOs but need to do this more strategically
and with greater predictability.

CSOs are choice partners because they
engage with the public as development
actors in their own right and are often
credible, independent voices for
development action. CSOs and government
frequently share similar development goals
but may have different comparative
advantages, capacity, expertise and
financial resources for public awareness-
raising. There is scope for better pooling of
these resources for greater public awareness.
For example, membership-based CSOs may
build awareness more efficiently and
effectively with specific target groups than a
donor agency, and official agencies may
have the budget and capacity to facilitate a
national awareness raising campaign
involving a range of CSO actors. More joint
work between government and civil society
can maximise the outcomes and outreach of
awareness actions, and build bridges
between different stakeholders in
development co-operation.

“Poverty and inequality are not good
for business. Investments in solving
the problem of poverty are
investments in future business
opportunities; in future policy stability
to protect investments; in future
consumers, employees and leaders”
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4 Choose partners to meet objectives
Government policies for supporting civil society place a
stronger overall emphasis on strengthening civil society
in developing countries while also recognising that civil
society organisations are important partners for meeting
an array of development objectives. Donors need to
build partnerships with civil society that are consistent
with, and enable them to achieve the objectives of the
civil society policy. Choosing partners to meet objectives
can be challenging for donors. Also may have to find
new civil society partners and build-up trust with them
while long-standing partners may see their partnerships
being transformed.

Civil society partners need to be selected on the basis of
their capability to meet the objectives of the government
policy because this improves the chances of achieving
results. When donors choose partners to meet objectives
they will be better placed to tailor the partnership
mechanisms to the organisations they support, making
efficiency gains.

Government often struggle to implement their civil
society policies because they do not invest sufficiently
(e.g. human resources, time, research) in finding the
most relevant partners for implementing the policy or in
maintaining information and relationships to ensure the
right partnerships are supported as conditions change
over time. Other challenges to expanding the scope of
partnerships include regulatory and administrative
requirements and aversion to risk, notably when
providing financial support to new partners. Lack of trust
is another important obstacle to successful partnerships.
Additionally, Government fear negative, public reactions
by CSOs in their countries when their perceived right to
official support is being challenged by the civil society
policy. As a result, Government often continue to work
with the same partners and struggle to implement their
civil society policy objectives thereby limiting their
realisation.
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5 Make policy
dialogue meaningful
Government recognise the added value of
dialogue and consultation with CSOs on
development cooperation policies and
approaches, on policy coherence for
development and specific issues where CSOs
specialise such as gender equality and
women’s empowerment, environment, climate
change and human rights. Most donors hold
consultations with civil society on the overall
vision and policy for development and the
civil society policy, guidelines and
partnerships.

However, Government need to improve how
they conduct dialogue and consultation with
CSOs to make it more strategic, useful and
meaningful.

Donors should tap into the knowledge,
experience and expertise of CSOs in
development when preparing policies with a
view to making the policies more relevant
and development- friendly, demand-driven
and focused on results. Furthermore, open
and transparent dialogue with CSOs on civil
society policies, partnerships and
programmes fosters trust, improves
accountability, helps identify common ground
for collaboration and paves the way for
achieving results. CSOs continue to call for
more meaningful, strategic and timely
dialogue. When consultations are ad hoc;
are done at late stages of policy-making
processes; and do not give CSOs time to
prepare their input and positions (this often
requires consultation among themselves), the
consultation appears as a tick box exercise
and undermines the donors credibility.

To make consultation meaningful,
Government should become:
(i) more strategic, reflecting on the different
types and purposes of consultation; and
(ii) organised by preparing and sharing
transparent guidelines for consulting with civil
society and applying them consistently.
Consultations should be regular and

announced in time for CSOs to prepare and enable a
more qualitative, knowledge-sharing, results-oriented
dialogue. Follow up, whether by providing feedback
to CSOs or demonstrating the impact of CSOs’
contribution is critical to making the process credible
and to keeping up CSO interest in participating in
consultations.

“Governments should view civil society not as
a threat but as an asset. A genuine
democracy is like a three-legged stool. One
leg is responsive, accountable government;
the second leg a dynamic, job-creating
private sector; and the third leg is a robust
and vibrant civil society”
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6 Respect
independence while
giving direction

Government need to strike a balance
between the conditions they attach to
funding for CSOs and respecting the role of
CSOs as independent development actors.
CSOs have their own mandates, policies
and objectives for development co-
operation.

Conditions are attached to donor funding
and CSOs often perceive their relationship
with government as a one-way street where
donors try to exert influence and impose
conditions for their funding. According to
CSOs, heavy donor conditionality is a
major challenge to partnerships because it
can hamper their independence and
partnerships between CSOs themselves.

Civil society should be independent to
pursue priorities which may not be aligned
with their respective governments’ and/or
donors’ preferences. At the same time,
CSOs need to continue their work on
increasing the effectiveness of the sector
such as by monitoring the implementation.

Donors should focus on having effective
results-oriented partnerships with CSOs that
are built on trust, foster synergies, promote
effective division of labour and recognise
respective comparative advantages for
meeting development objectives. The
respective roles between international and
CSOs in developing countries need to be
considered. By choosing partners with the

capacity to meet objectives and
moving beyond a simple funding
relationship that treats CSOs as aid
channels, Government and CSOs
will be better placed to have
balanced, mutually reinforcing
partnerships.

In their policies, strategies and
procedures Government should
explicitly recognise that CSOs are
development actors in their own right
and can play different functions.
Donors should have clear objectives
for their funding which will, in turn,
help determine the most appropriate

“Our times demand a new
definition of leadership – global
leadership. They demand a new
constellation of international
cooperation – governments, civil
society and the private sector,
working together for a collective
global good”
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7 Focus reporting on
results and learning
Increasing parliamentary and public pressure
for governments to demonstrate the results of
their development co-operation has caused
CSOs to increase their accountability and
reporting requirements on all aspects of their
development co-operation, including
partnerships. At the same time, as development
actors, CSOs share the responsibility to
demonstrate results, particularly to their own
constituencies.

Care needs to be taken to ensure that the
reporting required from CSOs by focuses on
development results (rather than inputs) and
learning. While CSOs feel burdened by donor
reporting requirements, it is often the case that
donors do not have the time to read and process
all the detailed reports they request from CSOs.
Monitoring requirements should mirror the
rationale of the partnership and the
development objectives to be achieved. Systems
and mechanisms for sharing and applying
learning are also necessary.

The end goal of the development co-operation
commitments is to achieve sustainable
development results, and reporting requested
from CSOs as part of partnership arrangements
should focus on these. Reporting must meet the
accountability needs while also being relevant,
useful and not too burdensome for CSOs,

Reporting must also be relevant to the type of
partnership or funding agreement being used
(contract for service, project or programme,
framework agreement, core funding). CSOs
have other accountability requirements: to their
beneficiaries, their governing boards, their
members. They may have little ownership of the
donor’s process, especially when monitoring
and reporting is limited to financial compliance
or short-term deliverables and is not integrated
into management systems. Reporting should be

seen as an opportunity for learning that can
feed into strategic decision-making on
programme design and implementation,
rather than simply a compliance tool.

In order to focus reports on results and
learning, CSO strategies and programmes
must have clearly defined and measurable
objectives . The format for reporting by
CSOs should be directly related to
objectives and allow the CSO to make
explicit, in the most effective and efficient
way, what the activities implemented have
achieved and the link to the desired results.
Government should have reasonable
expectations about the timeframe needed to
achieve development results and they
should look for quality, relevant information
that meets accountability and learning
needs.

Specifically, Government can focus
reporting on results and learning better by:
• Setting an overall goal and identify with
CSOs the objectives, indicators for assessing
achievements and realistic outcomes.
Planning for results over several years
should not hamper CSO flexibility to adapt
to changing contexts in developing
countries.
• Getting CSOs to give critical assessments
on risks to achieving objectives and short-
term difficulties without losing sight of
effectiveness and long-term impact.
Unrealistic expectations of results can put
CSOs under pressure to invent artificial
results, focus on delivering outputs that are
easily measurable, and hide challenges,
especially if they risk seeing funding cut-off.
Such an approach also distracts from
learning objectives.
• Using CSOs’ own results indicators and
request CSOs to complete results-
frameworks when reporting their activities.
• Using results reporting to facilitate
learning between CSOs. Reports can
produce useful information for programme
design and management when there are
systems and tools for sharing and applying
the learning.
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8 Increase transparency
and accountability
Transparency and openness are important at all
stages of the partnerships between Government
and CSOs. CSOs, and other key stakeholders
should be concerned about value for money and
must be accountable for results, including to the
beneficiaries of programmes, their donors and
members. Government decision making
processes on aid allocations and accountability
requirements need to become more transparent,
and some CSOs need to upgrade their capacity
to manage grants in a transparent and efficient
way.

Public confidence in government spending on
development co-operation can wane if funding is
perceived as being opaque or badly managed.
Accountability is not a one way street: both
CSOs must become more transparent about the
money they spend on development and
humanitarian assistance. To enhance
accountability there should be transparency
about policies, budget allocations, recipients,
conditions, progress and results.

Government can make their work with CSOs
more transparent in several ways, including:
More transparent activity level and financial
reporting:
• Improve reporting , following guidelines on
the use of the channel codes and on
project/programme descriptions in the statistical
reporting system. This would make for more
comprehensive information on aid channelled to
and through CSOs with headquarters in donor
countries, international CSOs and CSOs in
developing countries. Together, statistical
reporters and managers of CSO portfolios in aid

agencies/ministries should review how to
improve reporting to the official CSO
financing and activities.
• Contribute to the work of the Working
Party on Statistics on improving the
directives on reporting on ODA to and
through CSOs.

• Encourage CSO partners to make the aid
they manage and how they spend it more
transparent by making it publicly available
and working with international initiatives to
improve comparability.

Partnering with organisations capable of
being transparent and accountable:
• Work with CSOs that have a clear and
strong monitoring and evaluation policy
and capacity of their own.
• Assess CSOs overall accountability
systems and capacity, including, but not
solely, financial management aspects.
• Help strengthen the capacity of
developing country CSOs to be more
transparent and accountable through
capacity development programmes.
• Include anti-corruption or anti-money
laundering clauses in contracts or
agreements with CSOs. Adopt a
differentiated risk-based approach that
requests more accountability from high-risk
organisations (for example new
organisations).

“The public are speaking out, asking
for justice and demanding fair, open
societies. Civil society, business,
government and international
organizations all need to focus on
outcomes and work together for the
collective good”
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