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One of the key activities of The Spindle, the innovation programme of 
Partos, is to monitor and highlight trends and new developments on key 
themes such as inclusion, civic power, new ways of cooperation and data. 
Joining forces, sharing power follows the 2017 report, Activism, artivism and 
beyond and is the second publication in The Spindle Monitor series. 



Preface

We want to make the whole world dance! We want an inclusive, peaceful, 
prosperous and sustainable society. In order to achieve this, we must ex-
plore new ways of working together. Fortunately, there is much we can learn 
from a multitude of courageous, inspiring and ground-breaking examples. 
And that is what our publication Joining forces, sharing power: civil society col-
laborations for the future is about. 

To illustrate, think back to the Tunisian Revolution. The 2015 Nobel Prize for 
Peace was awarded to the National Dialogue Quartet, a group who decisively 
contributed to pluralistic democracy in Tunisia. This group - consisting of a 
labour union, confederation of industries, human rights league and order of 
lawyers - established an alternative peaceful political process in Tunisia when 
the country was on the brink of civil war. Four distinct groups - all driven by 
common values - were able to circumvent their institutional barriers and fa-
cilitate a constructive national dialogue. 

Joining forces, sharing power showcases examples of new ways of working to-
gether for inclusive, sustainable development. It is not about novelty; it is 
about throwing off yokes of narrow institutional interests, money-driven ap-
proaches and the straightjacket of convention. More importantly, it is about 
unleashing and harnessing people’s potential to make impact for a common 
cause. The key question is: How can we make better use of the energy, crea-
tivity, resources and competencies we already possess to seize opportunities, 
avert threats and pursue inclusive, sustainable development, together?  The 
answer is not more funding. We believe that to make a meaningful contribu-
tion to the future we want, our connected capacity is the new ‘currency’ for 
social change. Accessing and mobilizing the countervailing, convening and 
constructive power of connected people taps into a vast, inexhaustible re-
source: creativity. 

Joining forces, sharing power is inspired by an exploration of future Dutch 
development which we completed last year. The resulting document, Adapt, 
counteract or transform illustrates a wide array of influential trends and dis-

tinctive future scenarios, including a detailed vision of an ideal future. A fu-
ture in pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals and in which care for 
the most vulnerable people and regions is at the heart. This desired future 
is led by four fundamental mindshifts, which are manifested in the examples 
described in Joining forces, sharing power. 

It’s not about the money, money, money

We don’t need your money, money, money

We just wanna make the world dance

Jessie J

To conclude, Partos, the Dutch membership body for development organi-
zations, wants to thank all who contributed to this project. This includes all 
members of the project team for their suggestions and comments, and in 
particular the author, Yannicke Goris from The Broker, for all the hard work 
under quite a time pressure and for the fantastic results. 

We hope that this publication inspires you to join forces, share power and 
dance together! 

Bart Romijn
Director, Partos

A compartmental approach 
based on ones’ own interest

‘Us’ in the lead

Focus on scarcity

Money driving development

An inclusive approach, recognizing inter-
connectedness and viewpoints of others

The most affected in the lead

Focus on abundance (e.g. sharing economy)

Connected capacities driving 
development: complementary 
competencies, skills, time, creativity
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The Human 
Cities Coalition

Megacities, mega-problems

Jakarta, the capital of Indonesia, is a 
primary centre of business in South-
east Asia and an attractive location for 
investors and international companies. 
The city’s staggering economic de-
velopment is outmatched by an even 
more astounding population growth. 
Between 2000 and 2010 Jakarta grew 
by seven million people and estimates 
show that number will increase to 16 
million by 2020. Such rapid urbaniza-
tion is posing a major challenge for the 
city. There is an ever-growing housing 
shortage and millions of poor people 
that have moved to the city over the 
last decade have taken refuge in the 
vast slums that spread across Jakar-
ta. These so-called kampungs con-
sist of self-constructed dilapidated 
shacks, which usually lack access to 
water, sanitation or electricity, and are 
mostly located in the lowest sections 
of Jakarta surrounding the city’s many 
flood-prone and polluted waterways. 
The city’s government is thus faced 
with the task of promoting further 
economic development on the one 
hand, and improving living conditions 
for the millions of slum-dwellers on 
the other.

All parties with a vested interest in Ja-
karta’s economic development - busi-
nesses, government and citizens alike 
- recognize that something must be 

done. And because much of the city’s 
infrastructure must be expanded and 
improved in the near future, now is the 
moment to take action and develop 
plans for a sustainable future for Ja-
karta. However, developing a roadmap 
that takes into account the interests of 
private businesses, the government 
and the slum-dwellers whose living 
areas are under threat is a tall order. 
It demands cooperation between 
parties who have so far not always 
seen eye to eye. The Human Cities 
Coalition (HCC) was founded with the 
specific purpose of tackling exactly 
this type of challenge. With popula-
tion growth and urbanization loom-
ing large across the world, megacities 
like Jakarta are emerging everywhere. 
The HCC, by working together with all 
parties involved, is determined to help 
these cities become inclusive, safe, 
resilient and sustainable.
 
The Human Cities Coalition

AkzoNobel, a leading global paints, 
coatings and chemicals company 
from the Netherlands, initiated the 
HCC in 2016. The company already 
had extensive experience with de-
veloping programmes that focus on 
improving urban spaces. In the Let’s 
Colour project for instance, local 
communities are provided with paint 
to give colour to their grey and often 
dilapidated living areas to make them 

more liveable and safe, whilst at the 
same time fostering connections be-
tween different members of the com-
munity. The Human Cities Coalition 
builds on this experience and seeks to 
generate positive impact by working 
together with action-oriented stake-
holders, including other enterprises, 
governments, academic institutes 
and civil society organizations. What 
makes the HCC unique is its multi-
dimensional and context-specific ap-
proach to collaboration.

While at the heart of the HCC is a so-
cial drive and commitment to contrib-
uting to society, the HCC is not acting 
as a mere charity. Initiated by a mul-
tinational company and supported 
by multiple businesses, many of the 
HCC’s partners do eventually want to 
benefit from the economic opportuni-
ties that present themselves with the 

development of megacities. However, 
the HCC is not after short-term mon-
etary gains, but instead builds on the 
conviction that only a healthy, live-
able city for all will allow for sustain-
able business. To achieve this goal, 
the HCC works on multiple fronts 
and from multiple directions. It seeks 
explicit collaboration with the local 
private sector; it works from the top-
down, ensuring active government 
involvement; and, most importantly, it 
starts from the bottom-up, engaging 
local communities and treating them 
as equal partners. By taking the needs 
and priorities of local communities - 
particularly those of slum-dwellers 
- as a point of departure and match-
ing them with business-expertise and 
interests, the HCC is committed to 
achieve profit - in the broadest sense 
of the word - for all.

Prologue
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https://coconuts.co/jakarta/news/population-jakarta-expected-swell-16-million-2020/
https://coconuts.co/jakarta/news/population-jakarta-expected-swell-16-million-2020/
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https://www.humancities.co/
https://www.humancities.co/about/
https://www.letscolourproject.com/
https://www.letscolourproject.com/
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Finding the right partners for inclu-

sive kampung development

Testifying to its commitment to de-
velop truly inclusive strategies, the 
HCC has entered into a partnership 
with Slum Dwellers International 
(SDI) to build on the latter’s vast ex-
perience with working in informal 
settlements and building capac-
ity within slum communities. This 
is unique, says chair of SDI Sheela 
Patel, because thanks to the HCC’s 
approach, Jakarta’s kampung com-
munities are no longer ‘just’ ben-
eficiaries, but are involved as key 
partners in the process of designing 
future plans for their city. So far, ur-
ban development plans have either 
ignored the kampungs completely, 
or marked them as obstacles to 
modernization that must be cleared. 
Jakarta’s leadership does not have a 
grand design for the slum areas so 
to this day the kampungs are dealt 
with in an ad hoc and often brutal 
fashion - by means of forced evic-
tions. Recognizing that this policy is 
not sustainable and benefits no one 
in the long run, Jakarta’s authorities 
have welcomed collaboration with 
the HCC and explicitly expressed 
their hope that the coalition will help 

formulate a roadmap for the city’s 
future development. 

 While their interests might initially ap-
pear to be at opposite ends, Jakarta’s 
kampung dwellers, businesses and 
local government might all benefit 
from the same solutions. Ultimate-
ly, the challenge is to find common 
ground and dovetail all parties’ needs 
and demands. This is exactly where 
the HCC comes in. Based on a local 
needs assessment and together with 
stakeholders that have the knowl-
edge and experience to do the job, 
including LANDac (the Netherlands 
Land Academy), Kadaster (the Dutch 
Cadastre, Land Registry and Mapping 
Agency) and UN Habitat, the HCC has 
developed an inclusive plan for so-
cialized housing. This plan, known as 
the hybrid RUSUN model, received 
much positive media attention and 
was welcomed with enthusiasm by 
Jakarta’s new vice-governor. Pres-
ently, Jakarta’s leadership is taking the 
first steps for city-wide inclusive slum 
improvement, built on a collaborative 
formula that seeks to bring together 
the interests of businesses, govern-
ment and slum-dwellers alike.

In the summer of 2018, we 
learned that one of the HCC’s 
main funders has stopped its 
support for the programme. 
This means the HCC will cease 
to exist in its original form. Cur-
rently the HCC team is working 
to hand over its work to others 
working in Jakarta, to ensure the 
progress made is not lost and 
inclusive transformation of the 
city will continue. Despite the 
fact that this initiative is discon-
tinued for now, it remains an 
inspiring example that reflects 
clearly the fundamental mind-
shifts necessary to work to-
wards the future we want. 
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http://www.landgovernance.org/about-us/
https://www.kadaster.com/about-kadaster
https://unhabitat.org/
https://www.humancities.co/2018/02/jakartas-newly-elected-vice-governor-endorses-the-hcc-agenda/


Together towards
a future we want

Take a moment to look at the world around you. Then, think back to the world as you 
knew it when you were a child. No matter how old you are, there is no doubt that today’s 
world differs dramatically from that of your childhood. The 21st century has heralded 
a time of global interconnectedness and exciting new possibilities, fuelled to a large 
degree by technological advances—the internet being a prime example. At the same 
time, the last few decades have also seen the emergence of new global challenges. 
Explosive population growth, cultural and political polarization as well as mass 
displacement and immigration are leading to societal tensions. Global warming and 
pollution are resulting in environmental degradation and natural disasters, destroying 
habitats of both people and animals. And even though the total world population is 
richer, healthier and more mobile than ever before, a vast number of people are still 
unable to enjoy these developments, resulting in a deepening divide between the 
developed and developing world, between the haves and the have-nots.
 
Complex challenges

The most important challenges that face our world today are characterized by their 
complex and multifaceted nature, and comprised of numerous interlinked issues. 
Climate change, for instance, has a multitude of different causes and consequences. 
When Trump decided to withdraw from the Paris Agreement on greenhouse gas 
emissions, the world’s ability to tackle global warming was affected. This, in turn, 
increased the risk of natural disasters and environmental degradation, potentially lead-
ing to a wide array of problems including more conflicts over land, mass displacements, 
societal tensions and the rise of right-wing politics. In short, in our interconnected 
world, one problem cannot be seen in isolation from the next; they are part of a web of 
interlinked issues that demand concerted, multidimensional actions. Today, no single 
actor exists that has the resources - material or otherwise – to solve these complex 
challenges alone.   

We must work together to find solutions to our common 

challenges and achieve the ‘future we want’ 

Joining forces, sharing power is 
the result of the collaborative ef-
forts of Partos, The Spindle, CIVI-
CUS and The Broker, and can be 
read as a follow-up to their previ-

ous publication Activism, artiv-
ism and beyond. Inspiring in-
itiatives of civic power. More 
than anything, this report wants 
to celebrate the many promising 
collaborations already out there, 
so that civil society actors across 
the globe will feel inspired to 
join forces in new, creative and 
boundary-breaking ways.

Collaborative solutions

This publication,  Joining forces, sharing power: civil society collaborations for the 
future is motivated by the recognition that we must work together to find so-
lutions to our common challenges and achieve the ‘future we want’. This ideal 
future, which was formulated during Partos’ future exploration, is characterized 
by inclusiveness, sustainability and respect for human rights and freedoms. It is 
marked, moreover, by new collaborative models based on solidarity and equal-
ity. Joining forces, sharing power explores the ways in which civil society is already 
working together - with many different partners, in various inspiring collabora-
tive structures - to approach this ideal future. By means of many examples, like 
the Human Cities Coalition, it showcases innovative collaborative strategies and 
identifies the mindshifts necessary to make these strategies work for a more sus-
tainable, equal and fair world. 
  
Organization of this report

Joining forces, sharing power is organized around six themes: 1) collaborations be-
tween institutionalized civil society organizations (CSOs) and grassroots move-
ments; 2) digital innovation as a driver of collaboration; 3) partnerships across 
sectoral divides; 4) collaboration as an alternative way to acquire and share re-
sources; 5) power sharing and networked structures; and 6) working together in 
the sharing economy. Each chapter begins with an analysis, describing trends, 
opportunities and obstacles for collaboration, and providing a number of 
examples of joint civil society initiatives. Thereafter, one particularly inspiring 
initiative is described in greater detail to illustrate the power of working together 
in practice. 
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A need for change

This challenge – and a subsequent 
need for change – became acutely 
evident during the aftermath of the 
famously unsuccessful 2009 UN cli-
mate summit in Copenhagen. Dur-
ing the summit, the world’s nations 
failed to broker a robust international 
agreement on how to tackle global 
warming. The summit’s outcome was 
regarded as a failure, not only of the 
world’s political leaders, but also of 
the organizations leading the climate 
movement. Millions of activists and 
volunteers across the globe blamed 
the big environmental NGOs for not 
adequately translating the people’s 
efforts and energy into a powerful 
enough message. For these leading 
environmental organizations, with 
Greenpeace as prime example, Co-
penhagen thus heralded a time of 
necessary change. To ensure they 

would not become obsolete and lose 
touch with the broad environmental 
movement, organizations had to shift 
to a new model for impact, which 
meant finding new ways to cooperate 
with grassroots activists. In this new 
model, rather than using people as 
‘followers’, grassroots activists should 
be viewed as the engine of the move-
ment and be treated as equal and 
indispensable campaign partners to-
ward a common cause.
  
Closing the gap

Calls to close the gap between grass-
roots movements and institutional-
ized CSOs are not limited to envi-
ronmental organizations. In his 2017 
article How NGOs and social move-
ments can learn to work together better, 
secretary general of CIVICUS Danny 
Sriskandarajah states that the discon-
nect between the two is a missed op-

portunity and a loss for civil society 
at large. In order to meaningfully and 
sustainably solve the global problems 
we all share, he argues, “[the world] 
needs its institutionalized actors as 
much as needs its social movements”.

Some important barriers continue to 
exist, however, that hamper success-
ful collaboration. Grassroots activists 
often hold negative views about insti-
tutionalized civil society, arguing that 
NGOs are too busy competing over 
funding, compromising their inde-
pendence and values to comply with 
donors’ demands, and pushing their 
own agendas rather than listening 
to the people whose interests they 
are supposed to serve. The Standing 
Rock campaign (outlined in the fol-
lowing pages) shows that such wor-
ries are not without reason. Examples 
abound where institutionalized civil 
society, although undoubtedly driven 

Chapter 1
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Supporting people power

When institutionalized 
CSOs and grassroots 
movements work together 
as equal partners, they can 
harness greater power, 
energy and creativity for 
sustainable development. 
This requires a respect for 
each other’s unique 
capacities and a recognition 
of the interconnectedness 
and complementarity of 
both approaches. 

by the best intentions, has indeed 
co-opted grassroots initiatives and 
frustrated these efforts. Professional 
NGOs, in turn, often perceive grass-
roots organizations as lacking struc-
ture and institutional breadth. They 
are, as one NGO representative said, 
“a flash in a pan, not a driver of wider 
systemic change”.

Although this kind of distrust and 
mutual prejudice continues to ex-
ist between grassroots activists and 
institutionalized civil society, a trend 
towards increased proximity and col-
laboration is appearing. NGOs are 
rethinking the ways in which they 
connect with communities and mov-
ing away from an approach based 
on their own interests to an inclusive 
and truly collaborative approach, 
recognizing how their own skills 
and strengths complement those of 
grassroots organizations.

People power on a local scale

When discussing collaboration be-
tween institutionalized civil society and 
grassroots activists, mass movements 
immediately come to mind. While it 
is indeed vital that NGOs collaborate 
with these powerful movements, find-
ing new ways of working with grass-
roots initiatives on a smaller, more lo-
cal scale is important as well. 

Over the last few years, a new generation of grassroots activism - including well-
known examples like March For Our Lives, the worldwide Women’s March and 
Black Lives Matter - has caught the public eye. Well-versed in the use of social 
media and not bound to traditional organizations, these mass movements are 
being increasingly recognized as vital forces towards global equality, peacebuild-
ing and problem-solving. And not just the media, but global institutions too, 
have taken notice. The United Nations leadership, for example, has argued that 
bottom-up organizing and working with nonviolent grassroots movements is es-
sential to promoting peace. Yet, while organized civil society generally agrees 
that they cannot tackle the world’s most imminent problems without working 
with grassroots more effectively, to put such a collaboration into practice ap-
pears to be quite the challenge.
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/dec/18/copenhagen-deal
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/dec/18/copenhagen-deal
https://mobilisationlab.org/burning-platform-building-people-power/
https://mobilisationlab.org/burning-platform-building-people-power/
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https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/dhananjayan-sriskandarajah/how-ngos-and-social-movements-can-learn-to-work-togethe/feed
http://www.ngopulse.org/article/2017/08/10/trends-and-challenges-global-civil-society
https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/CIVICUS/dhananjayan-sriskandarajah/how-ngos-and-social-movements-can-learn-to-work-togethe
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/60128/1/Glasius_Ishkanian_Surreptitious-symbiosis_2014.pdf
https://marchforourlives.com/
https://blacklivesmatter.com/
https://www.usip.org/publications/2018/03/how-united-nations-can-harness-people-power


More inspiration

Four lessons on NGOs and social 
movements finding common 
ground

Key lessons based on experiences 
of Greenpeace campaigners about 
working with social movements.

https://mobilisationlab.org/four-
lessons-ngo-social-movements-
finding-common-ground/ 
 
Social movements and NGOs: a 
preliminary investigation 

Paper that explores opportunities 
and pitfalls of cooperation 
between Northern NGOs and 
Southern movements.

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.
org/80e8/f7dfb443e7f09554e4b-
f23fd769ec20c68cd.pdf

Four ways nonprofits are learning 
from #MarchForOurLives, 
#KeepFamiliesTogether and a new 
wave of people-powered action

Online piece identifying four 
lessons for NGOs based on recent 
forms of campaigning. 

https://mobilisationlab.org/
four-ways-nonprofits-learn-
marchforourlives/
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A recent example from Greece shows 
what such mutually beneficial col-
laborations might look like. At the 
height of the European refugee cri-
sis in 2015, thousands of volunteers 
travelled to Greece to offer their help. 
The majority of these volunteers had 
no or very limited experience work-
ing in the humanitarian aid sector 
and coordination within and between 
grassroots initiatives was non-exist-
ent. It was a missed opportunity: The 
energy, skills and innovative ideas of 
the volunteers would have had the 
potential to generate great impact if 
they had been harnessed in a more 
structured manner.

Supporting people power

The Greek NGO Campfire Innova-
tion was founded with exactly this 
purpose: Helping groups working in 
Greece to collaborate more efficiently 
and reach a necessary level of profes-
sionalization, while at the same time 
respecting their independence and 
flexibility and not trying to take over 
the work. By means of various pro-
jects, including smart aid gatherings, 
a knowledge sharing platform, the 
recruitment of pro bono experts and 
the flagship Athens Grassroots Coor-
dination System, Campfire Innovation 
works together with grassroots or-
ganizations to work out collaborative 
solutions to collective problems.

Playing to strengths

As an example, Campfire Innova-
tion shows what symbiosis between 
NGOs and grassroots groups looks 
like on a small scale. Without im-
posing its own agenda, Campfire In-
novation connects, structures and 
strengthens existing grassroots initia-
tives. Meanwhile, benefiting from the 
skills, resources and infrastructure 
Campfire Innovation brings to the 
table, the grassroots groups are now 
working together more efficiently, 
aligning their efforts towards a com-
mon goal while still keeping their own 
identities, methods and energy. What 
both grassroots groups and institu-
tionalized CSOs - whether they work 
on local, regional, national or global 
scales - can learn from this example 
is that it is possible to work together 
without losing integrity and autono-
my. Each has their own strengths and 
capacities to contribute, which, when 
combined, make for a strong and im-
pactful force.

In addition to focusing on comple-
mentarity, Danny Sriskandarajah 
notes that NGOs should adopt ap-
proaches that prioritize local owner-
ship and challenge top-down, project-
driven frameworks. Only then can 
they reassert themselves as integral 
to the citizens’ movements with which 
they seem to have lost touch. Green-

peace’s new approach (also shown in 
the following pages) exemplifies this 
message: While before, Greenpeace 
took a leading role in formulating 
the message and strategies of the 
environmental movement, the or-
ganization now lives by a new ethos 
of ‘building people power’, putting 
activists at the centre of the mission, 
amplifying existing grassroots voices 
and facilitating mobilization. 

Now more than ever, it is crucial that 
civil society stands together to tackle 
the major challenges we are facing to-
day. For NGOs and grassroots move-
ments, this means putting aside dif-
ferences and focusing on where their 
unique capacities complement one 
another and where their interests and 
objectives coincide. If cooperation 
is based on mutual respect, equality 
and shared leadership, both parties - 
and eventually society at large - stand 
to benefit.
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Olive groves and oil pipes: 
cooperation or co-optation? 

For centuries, Turkey has been one of the 
world’s largest producers of olives. Entire 
villages, including the village of Yirca near 
Turkey’s western coast, are built solely on 
the cultivation of the bitter fruits. In early 
2014, the people of Yirca were shocked 
when a large energy firm, Kolin, was given 
state permission to build a coal plant on 
the olive groves that provided their liveli-
hoods. In that same year in North Dakota, 
USA, people of the Sioux tribe learned 
that their native land, the Standing Rock 
reservation, was going to be crossed by a 
huge pipeline, the Dakota Access Pipeline 
(DAPL), threatening the upper Missouri 
River, the only water supply for Standing 
Rock. In both cases, the people showed 
great power and resilience in their fight 
against these construction plans and in 
both cases, CSOs would come in to sup-
port their cause. While Yirca’s experience 
is exemplary for how grassroots and or-
ganized civil society work well together, 
the Standing Rock protests draw attention 
to challenges and risks. 

A grassroots-led campaign

It was not the state but the international 
NGO Greenpeace that first informed the 
inhabitants of Yirca of their impending 
eviction. Greenpeace campaigner Reşit 
Elçin was one of the first to travel to the 
village and meet the village head, Mustafa 
Akin, to discuss the grievances of the com-
munity. Elçin and his colleagues then went 
on a ‘listening tour’, drinking coffee with lo-
cal residents and learning about their con-
cerns, demands and culture. Together, 
Greenpeace and the community of Yirca 
filed a lawsuit against the Turkish state, 
while the villagers, followed and support-
ed by Greenpeace volunteers, kept peace-

ful watch over their olive groves to protect 
them from Kolin’s demolition machinery. 
The initial month of protest was charac-
terized by continuous guarding of the 
olive groves. During that time, a Green-
peace International team visited the vil-
lage, drawing international attention to 
the villagers’ plight, yet without making it 
their own story. Despite these efforts, Ko-
lin could not be stopped. On 7 November, 
the company came in with bulldozers and 
cut down over 6,000 olive trees overnight. 
The people of Yirca were devastated, es-
pecially since only a few hours later the 
Council of State voted to suspend the Ko-
lin project. As Mustafa Akin describes, it 
was not a happy victory: “If we had been 
able to resist another 8 to 10 hours, those 
trees would be alive”. 

The bittersweet victory was celebrated in 
Yirca and by olive growers around Turkey. 
In the months that followed, the villagers 
commenced rebuilding their lives. Mean-
while, Greenpeace sought compensation 
for farmers who lost their olive trees and 
launched a project to provide Yirca with 
solar panels on its local government build-
ing and the village mosque.

Setting up camp at Standing Rock 

In April 2016, almost two years after they 
started their fight against the DAPL, mem-
bers of the Standing Rock Sioux tribe es-
tablished the Sacred Stone Camp on their 
lands. By November that same year the 
protests had exploded: The environmen-
tal law NGO Earthjustice had teamed up 
with the Sioux tribe to fight its battle on 
the legal front; some 10,000 protesters, 
many of whom were environmental activ-
ists, had set up camp at Standing Rock; the 

protest had become subject of worldwide 
media attention; and big money started 
flowing into the movement’s apparatus. 
While such immense support and atten-
tion might seem a blessing for the Sioux 
tribe, it was not unequivocally so. To be-
gin with, the movement did not have 
the organizational capacity to spend re-
ceived donations efficiently nor arrange 
for financial accountability systems. Even 
worse, the Sioux tribe lost control over the 
narrative of its own protest. With thou-
sands of outsiders flocking to its lands, 
the tribe’s protests - which were based on 
respect for nature and local law enforce-
ment, and always meant to remain peace-
ful - quickly turned violent. When CSOs 
and environmental activists entered the 
fray of Standing Rock they failed to listen 
to the wishes of the local community. “Our 
whole intention was water”, said Dave 
Archambault, chairman of the Standing 
Rock Sioux tribe. “And as this got bigger 
and bigger [...] the interest wasn’t really 
for water anymore”. With large organiza-
tions being the most vocal in the media 
and violent clashes with North Dakota po-
lice increasing, the movement’s narrative 
moved away from water for the reserva-
tion and became one of holding ground 
and of state versus activists. 

Despite the Sioux tribe’s efforts, in April 
2017 the DAPL was completed. Com-
pounded with the events at Standing 
Rock, the loss was also a direct result of 
President Trump signing a controversial 
memorandum advancing the approval of 
the pipeline construction. Nevertheless, 
Standing Rock provides a good exam-
ple of how CSOs and grassroots move-
ments failed to collaborate efficiently. 

Chapter 1

Case:

Although claiming support for the Sioux 
tribe, organizations entered the situation 
with their own agendas, contradicting the 
Sioux methods, losing track of the original 
message and, ultimately, undermining 
the cause.

Cooperation without co-optation

As these examples show, working with 
grassroots activists - especially with broad 
social movements - can be quite a chal-
lenge for institutionalized CSOs. The key 
questions are how to support people 
power without co-opting it and how to 
work efficiently with a diffuse and often 
little organized force, without pushing it 
into a straightjacket that squeezes out the 
movement’s spirit. Greenpeace’s collabo-
ration with the people of Yirca worked, 
because the organization was very con-
scious of the fact that the community was 
more concerned with the preservation 
of their olive groves and livelihoods than 
with Greenpeace’s traditional values. Ad-
ditionally, Greenpeace’s on-the-ground 
organizers were sensitive to the people’s 
wariness of politics and meddling of out-
side parties. By taking a backseat, working 
behind the scenes to build relationships 
and offering support where needed, 
Greenpeace campaigners effectively am-
plified - and not reshaped - local voices. 
Where CSOs at Standing Rock failed, was 
exactly where Greenpeace succeeded: In-
stead of pushing its own agenda, Green-
peace followed the people’s lead, result-
ing in a collaborative atmosphere built on 
trust and mutual respect. 
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Online trust through blockchain

For collaborations to be successful 
and sustainable, they must be based 
on a level of trust between the peo-
ple or organizations involved. When 
collaborations are constituted solely 
through online connections, estab-
lishing trust can pose a challenge 

because the parties involved may 
never meet or even communicate 
with one another. To allow for col-
laborations to happen and be suc-
cessful, blockchain technology may 
provide a solution. This digital in-
novation creates inviolable and 
transparent networks, facilitating 
easy exchange of assets - ranging 
from funding and material goods, to 
knowledge and energy - that require 
no trust among participants.

It goes beyond the scope of this pub-
lication to explain in detail how block-
chains work, but put simply, they are 
online networks of digital ledgers (or 
blocks) with each successive block 

containing an element of the previ-
ous block. Users can only access and 
edit the block they ‘own’ and when-
ever a change is made, all partici-
pants receive an update. In this way, 
a permanent, inviolable record of all 
participants’ actions emerges, allow-
ing for democratic, equal and trans-
parent governance and sharing.

While Bitcoin and cryptocurrency are 
the best known uses of blockchain 
technology,  i t  is  now used for a 
variety of purposes, making possible 
collaborations in multiple sectors. 
Examples include transparent food 
supply chains that connect all actors 
- from farmers to supermarkets - and 
secure storing of health records 
that allow patients, doctors and 
different health care institutions 
to exchange information without 
risking patients’ privacy.

As the possibilities and benefits of 
blockchain become more apparent, 
CSOs are also beginning to apply 
the technology to their own opera-
tions to improve transparency, ef-
ficiency, and accountability. Until 
now, most applications pertain to 
funding, although blockchain has 
also been used to improve the reg-
istration of land rights and legal 
identities, and to democratize en-
ergy ownership.

Chapter 2
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Working together, digitally

New technologies can help 
civil society make better 
use of the abundance of 
resources it possesses. 
Additionally, by embracing 
digital innovations, CSOs 
can establish new and 
inclusive alliances and 
enhance their impact. 
Organizations are 
increasingly combining 
online and offline activism 
and applying technologies 
like blockchain to 
contribute to 
sustainable development. 

Technology for impact

Digital advances are transforming 
the ways in which CSOs are acquir-
ing and exchanging resources. For 
instance, through crowdfunding and 
online sharing platforms, CSOs are 
becoming more independent and re-
silient (see chapters 4 and 6 for more 
on this topic). In addition, technology 
is increasingly being used to collabo-
rate with citizens to enhance impact, 
through such innovations as online 
crowdsourcing platforms (see chap-
ter 6). Apart from these online plat-
forms, countless other technologies 
exist that allow for CSOs to increase 
their impact tremendously. At first, 
these technologies may not seem 
relevant to collaborating and work-
ing together, the main topic of this 
publication. However, as most CSOs 
do not have the necessary technical 
expertise themselves, collaborations 
with tech companies or technologi-
cal knowledge institutes are a pre-
condition to implementing digital in-
novations in their work. An example 
of this is the partnership between 
Polaris and Palantir Technologies.

Polaris is a US-based organization 
working to end human trafficking and 
modern-day slavery. Since 2012, the 
NGO has been working with Palantir 
Technologies - a software company 
specializing in data analysis - which 

From the very first connections between computers over fifty years ago, the inter-
net has grown into a wave of connectivity covering the entire planet. Over the last 
three decades, digital innovations have profoundly changed our lives and con-
tinue to transform the way in which we organize our societies. The internet is per-
meating further into all aspects of our lives and connecting more and more peo-
ple, communities and disparate groups around the world. This unprecedented 
level of connectivity has enormous implications, both positive and negative. The 
ability for anyone, anywhere to share content with the rest of the online world is 
a powerful democratizing force which allows for new collaborations to emerge 
between the most unlikely partners. At the same time, however, new threats to 
online civic space have arisen, including online censorship, fake or biased news, 
trolling, and strong protective measures that limit personal freedoms and may 
even violate human rights. Much has been written about this ‘shrinking online 
space’, including in our previous publication Activism, artivism and beyond. In this 
chapter, rather than focusing on the risks and challenges that come with digital 
advances, we draw attention to the potential of these developments to establish 
innovative collaborations and generate positive change.
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More inspiration

Do you need to build a blockchain? 
The survival guide for NGOs and 
charities

A short article discussing key 
opportunities and challenges of 
blockchain for CSOs. 

https://medium.com/@devsociety_/
do-you-need-to-build-a-blockchain-
the-survival-guide-for-ngos-and-
charities-5a4f818ffb52

Blockchain for change 

Interactive magazine that focuses 
on blockchain technology in the 
development sector.

http://blockchainforchange.
thespindle.org/nl_NL/6090/87243/
intro.html

Project ZINC 

This project aims to permanently 
certify the identity of children in 
conflict zones by using blockchain.

https://tykn.tech/project-zinc/

Using blockchain, IoT to boost meal 
programs for schoolchildren

Article describing the innovative 
partnership between Accenture 
Labs and Akshaya Patra. 

https://www.nasdaq.com/article/
using-blockchain-iot-to-boost-
meal-programs-for-schoolchildren-
cm785185

The Start Network is a global network of 
42 international and national aid agen-
cies across 5 continents with a goal to 
radically change the humanitarian aid 
system to increase efficiency and sus-
tainable impact. Members of the net-
work are exploring the possibilities of 
digital innovations, particularly of block-
chain technology. In July 2017, the Start 
Network entered into partnership with 
Disberse, a fund distribution platform 
built on blockchain technology. Togeth-
er, they started a pilot programme in 
which blockchain technology is used to 
speed up the distribution of aid fund-
ing and trace how it is spent, with the 
ultimate aim of being able to trace every 
euro from the original donor to each in-
dividual assisted. 
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In February 2018, the first in a series of 
tests was completed with positive results. 
Dorcas, a Dutch NGO and member of the 
Start Network, used the Disberse block-
chain platform to transfer funds from the 
international office in the Netherlands to 
its Albania country office. Not only were 
the cross-border transactions almost 
instant, they could also be traced from 
beginning to end through an immutable 
online record. Now the Start Network 
and Disberse are working on a larger pi-
lot with more organizations, more money 
and more geographic areas involved.

has dramatically changed the way Po-
laris responds to human trafficking 
cases. Through Palantir’s data analy-
sis tool, Polaris can now respond to 
emergency situations more efficiently. 
Moreover, by analyzing accumulated 
data, a digital tool detects patterns 
among reports of trafficking, making 
it possible to identify networks and 
heightening Polaris’ ability to combat 
human trafficking.
 
Digitally hybrid organizations

Many more examples exist of organi-
zations using technology to enhance 
their impact and expand their scope 
- it is simply impossible to cover them 

all in this publication. In this final sec-
tion, we shift attention away from 
technology for impact to a new type 
of alliance that has emerged thanks to 
digital innovations - the so-called digi-
tally hybrid organizations.
  
As discussed in the previous chapter, 
a new generation of digitally empow-
ered movements is winning remark-
able victories around the world. And, 
just like in these movements, the 
success of digitally hybrid organiza-
tions lies in their ability to mobilize 
thousands of people using online 
tools. Yet in contrast to the move-
ments, hybrid organizations establish 
more permanent structures, register-
ing formal organizations and hiring 
professional staff just like their NGO 
counterparts. Established in 2004, the 
German organization Campact is one 
such hybrid organization. Campact’s 
large-scale activities include online ini-
tiatives such as e-petitions and email 
campaigns. It then translates these 
virtual campaigns to offline activism 
by mobilizing citizens, usually around 
political issues. Where Campact dif-
fers from social movements is in how 
the organization purposefully seeks 
collaboration with existing NGOs and 
ensures that its constituents’ grievanc-
es or demands reach responsible poli-
cymakers or organizations through 
institutional and official channels.

A digital future for CSOs

As the internet and digital technolo-
gies are affecting ever greater parts of 
our lives, it is vital that CSOs embrace 
them fully so as to keep up with the in-
credible pace in which society is evolv-
ing. The opportunities technologies 
present for enhancing impact, estab-
lishing new collaborations and reach-
ing more people are endless. However, 
to make sure digital advances benefit 
everyone and contribute to a future 
we want, civil society has an impor-
tant role to play. First, as almost half 

Using blockchain to transform the aid chain

of the world’s population does not 
have access to internet, every effort 
must be made to close the digital di-
vide and ensure that digital develop-
ment becomes more inclusive (more 
on this in the following pages). Sec-
ond, the opportunities and freedoms 
that digital innovations can provide 
need protecting. As said in the intro-
duction, our online civic space is un-
der threat and CSOs across the world 
should be using their shared power 
to defend it. 
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eTrade for all

A few decades ago, if someone said 
a Baltic state, a large multilateral 
organization, an Indian institute of 
technology and a woman setting up 
a business in the outskirts of Delhi 
were working together, who would 
have believed them? Today, techno-
logical advancements have not only 
made this scenario believable, but it 
is actually a real situation happening 
through the newly launched online 
platform eTrade for all.

Soviet state turned digital frontrunner

Having shed the yoke of Soviet rule, 
the Baltic state of Estonia has been 
putting itself on the map as a digi-
tal innovator since the mid 1990s. A 
surprising number of online tools - of 
which ‘Skype’ is the best known - have 
origins in the small country. Estonia 
was also the first country in the world 
to declare internet access as a human 
right, a notion that was soon backed 
by the UN and countries around the 
world. The nation’s most recent in-
novation is the so-called e-Residency 

programme, which was first launched 
in December 2014. The programme 
allows for entrepreneurs based any-
where in the world to become ‘digital 
residents’ of Estonia, thereby giving 
them the opportunity to start and run 
an online company and enjoy all the 
benefits of the EU free trade zone. 

Initially, the programme was meant 
to attract more business and inves-
tors to the sparsely populated coun-
try, but since then it has been adopt-
ed by the United Nations Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
as the foundation of a new platform 
that aims to help small-scale entre-
preneurs in developing countries - 
particularly women and marginalized 
groups - profit from the growth of 
global e-commerce. 

eTrade for all: connecting the dots

UNCTAD and the Estonian govern-
ment joined forces in 2016 with the 
purpose of translating a mutual 
commitment to promote inclusive e-
commerce into online practice. With 

the e-Residency programme as the 
technological foundation and in col-
laboration with partners from both 
the public and private sector, they 
developed the eTrade for all platform. 
In essence, the platform connects ac-
tors and stakeholders that wish to 
achieve inclusive economic growth 
through e-commerce - including rep-
resentatives of developing countries, 
donors from the public and private 
sector and implementing partners 
like NGOs and multilateral organiza-
tions. Importantly, the platform also 
seeks to promote demand-driven and 
bottom-up development, guided first 
and foremost by the needs and inter-
ests of developing countries. Through 
a wide variety of tools, videos, data 
and events, the eTrade for all initia-
tive fosters the emergence of a global 
network of stakeholders that col-
laborate as equal partners towards a 
shared goal: Inclusive economic de-
velopment in which people across the 
globe can benefit from e-commerce 
and the new opportunities opened up 
by the e-Residency programme. 

Chapter 2 Local Indian business going global, 

via Estonia

But how is the eTrade for all initiative 
and e-Residency programme impact-
ing the lives of individual people and 
small-scale enterprises, in practice? 
Let’s look at a case in India to exam-
ine this impact.  

In September 2016, the Indian Insti-
tute of Technology Delhi launched 
the Women Entrepreneurship and 
Empowerment (WEE) foundation 
with a goal of helping female entre-
preneurs in India set up successful 
online businesses. The WEE offered 
targeted training programmes, tech-
nical assistance and connections to 
investors and buyers for women en-
trepreneurs. Yet financial and admin-
istrative barriers, including access-
ing international payment methods, 
made it difficult for new businesses 
to link up to the online global market. 
This is where the objectives of UNC-
TAD, the WEE and Estonia coincided. 
“e-Residency is not just a project for 
Estonia, but for the world”, says e-
Residency Programme Director Kas-
par Korjus. “By eliminating physical 
borders, [it] provides new opportuni-
ties [...] to people, no matter where 
they were born, [allowing them] to 
become active players in the growth 
of their own country.”  

Because of their shared goal to em-
power female entrepreneurs and 
help them scale to international mar-
kets, the eTrade for all initiative en-
tered into partnership with the WEE 
in early 2017. Since then, a selection 
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The vast majority of the 46% of the 
world population that does not have in-
ternet access lives in developing coun-
tries. In Africa for instance, internet 
penetration rates are at 35% compared 
to 95% in North America. For women 
this percentage is even lower. 

If entrepreneurs and developing econo-
mies are to benefit from e-residency, 
concerted efforts must be made to 
address this digital divide. To that end, 
eTrade for all facilitates multi-stake-
holder cooperation between members 
of the public sector, private sector and 
NGO community to achieve internet ac-
cess for all. Additionally, eTrade for all ex-
perts conduct readiness assessments, 
in which they identify opportunities 
and bottlenecks and provide concrete 
recommendations for governments to 
harness the potential of e-commerce in 
their respective countries.

In its efforts, eTrade for all also em-
phasizes the importance of gender-
sensitive programming and pays spe-
cial attention to the empowerment of 
women using information and commu-
nication technologies.

of Delhi-based female entrepreneurs 
connected to the WEE have become 
Estonian e-residents and receive 
special mentoring to establish and 
manage online businesses that oper-
ate from India but are registered in 
the EU.

Among the participants is Sakshi 
Gupta, a 27-year old entrepreneur 
who always dreamt of building her 
own business but says she lacked the 
knowledge and confidence to do so 
until she got in touch with the WEE. 
Gupta, who is now a digital resident of 
Estonia, feels that the joint efforts of 
the WEE and eTrade for all have “been 
a real life changer”. “The e-Residency 
programme is giving me an amazing 
opportunity”, says Gupta. “Being an 
e-resident, I can now easily access 
the digital benefits of a country that I 
have never visited.”

Future collaborations

The eTrade for all initiative is a con-
crete illustration of how technology 
can break down institutional barriers 
and foster new collaborations that 
contribute to inclusive economic 
growth. Built around the digital inno-
vation of e-Residency, the initiative 
provides entrepreneurs across the 
world with easier access to the on-
line global market and at the same 
time fosters the emergence of a 
global network that helps developing 
countries unlock the potential of e-
commerce. The joint efforts of Esto-
nia, UNCTAD and their partners are 
already making an impact, but eTrade 
for all is only just hitting its strides. 

The initiative is looking to team up 
with more organizations like the WEE 
in years to come to ensure that no 
matter where they live or how small 
their company is, entrepreneurs eve-
rywhere can reap the benefits of Es-
tonian e-residency and link up to the 
global online market. 

Addressing the digital divide

Case:
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https://etradeforall.org/
https://e-resident.gov.ee/
https://apolitical.co/solution_article/estonia-gives-developing-world-entrepreneurs-access-eu-markets/
https://apolitical.co/solution_article/estonia-gives-developing-world-entrepreneurs-access-eu-markets/
https://etradeforall.org/about/partners/
https://etradeforall.org/about/partners/
https://etradeforall.org/app/uploads/2017/02/17116311E_UNCTAD_DTL.pdf
https://etradeforall.org/about/the-etrade-for-all-initiative/
https://etradeforall.org/about/the-etrade-for-all-initiative/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC45o8q2FzfXVOrfZBEnBMKA/videos?flow=grid&sort=da&view=0
http://www.iitd.ac.in/
http://www.iitd.ac.in/
http://weefoundation.org/media
http://weefoundation.org/media
https://estonia.ee/e-residency-joins-forces-with-the-un-to-empower-entrepreneurs-in-the-developing-world/
https://medium.com/e-residency-blog/un-and-e-residency-join-forces-to-empower-entrepreneurs-in-the-developing-world-ea834005f85e
https://medium.com/e-residency-blog/un-and-e-residency-join-forces-to-empower-entrepreneurs-in-the-developing-world-ea834005f85e
https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm
https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm
https://eandt.theiet.org/content/articles/2016/11/women-from-developing-nations-one-third-less-likely-to-have-internet-access-than-men/
https://youtu.be/QppF9Aqrmpo
https://youtu.be/QppF9Aqrmpo
https://etradeforall.org/program/e-commerce-assessments/
http://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=1738
http://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=1738
https://estonia.ee/e-residency-joins-forces-with-the-un-to-empower-entrepreneurs-in-the-developing-world/
https://issuu.com/eas-estonia/docs/life_in_estonia__46/24
https://issuu.com/eas-estonia/docs/life_in_estonia__46/24
https://estonia.ee/e-residency-joins-forces-with-the-un-to-empower-entrepreneurs-in-the-developing-world/
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and resources that CSOs are often 
lacking. CSOs, in turn, have skills and 
expertise in their own fields, and net-
works and experiences that are indis-
pensable for companies that want to 
develop or access new markets. In ad-
dition, if partnerships between CSOs 
and private sector actors are to make 
meaningful and sustainable contribu-
tions to the future we want, they need 
to be based on principles of trust, ac-
countability and equity, which require 
more complex and creative partner-
ships than a simple donor-recipient 
arrangement. 

Private sector actors, however, are 
not mere profit-driven machines. In-
creasingly, companies are embracing 
their ability to make significant contri-
butions to sustainable development, 
even considering it to be a respon-
sibility. Driven by this intrinsic mo-
tivation, innovative and equal part-

nerships have emerged that benefit 
CSOs, businesses and society at large. 
One example is the collaboration be-
tween Dutch technology company, 
Philips, and the International Commit-
tee of the Red Cross (ICRC). A recent 
initiative of this partnership focuses 
on mother and child care in fragile 
settings. Using technological insight 
and design expertise from Philips, 
combined with the ICRC’s experience 
and needs from the field, a high-risk 
pregnancy toolkit was developed. The 
toolkit consists of clear instructional 
cards and an innovative, battery-free, 
fetal stethoscope and serves to assist 
healthcare workers in detecting signs 
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Engagement and synergies 
with the private and public 
sectors are of great value 
for civil society to make 
meaningful contributions to 
the future we want. 
The driving force behind a 
fruitful collaboration is not 
one-directional funding. 
Cross-sectoral partnerships 
that work towards 
sustainable development 
are based on equality, 
transparency and trust, 
with each party valuing 
the other’s role and 
unique capacities.

Working with the private sector

Collaborations between CSOs and 
private sector actors are among the 
most common cross-sectoral part-
nerships. This is partly due to finan-
cial contributions from the private 
sector, which are indispensable for 
CSOs to overcome budget constraints 
and meet global development needs. 
Given that businesses are usually 
the parties bringing the financial re-
sources into the partnerships, power 
imbalances often emerge, with CSOs 
having to comply with the demands 
of the corporate funder. 

Clearly, a focus on monetary assets 
and the resulting power imbalances 
are not a solid foundation for fruit-
ful collaborations. What is needed is 
to refocus on the capacities that both 
CSOs and the private sector possess 
- beyond funding. Companies have 
certain professional skills, expertise 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development explicitly refers to the importance 
of strong, global partnerships as essential to solving the challenges the world 
faces today. These partnerships, the Agenda underlines, must “[bring] together 
governments, the private sector, civil society, the United Nations system and 
other actors and [mobilize] all available resources.” And although such cross-
sectoral collaborations are not without their challenges and obstacles, individuals 
and organizations from all sectors are increasingly recognizing that they can use 
their diverse perspectives and resources to jointly solve societal problems and 
together achieve shared goals. 

of at-risk pregnancies in women living 
in remote and fragile environments. It 
has now been deployed by the ICRC 
to 75,000 women in eight African 
countries. This working partnership 
between Philips and the ICRC is ben-
eficial for both parties and for society, 
because each partner recognizes the 
value of the other’s unique assets to 
achieve their shared objectives. 

Adding the fourth P to the PPPs 

Another well-established form of 
cross-sectoral partnerships are 
public-private partnerships (PPPs). 
These contractual collaborations be-
tween public and private actors be-
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https://thepartneringinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Emerging-opportunities-for-NGO-business-partnerships1.pdf
https://thepartneringinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Emerging-opportunities-for-NGO-business-partnerships1.pdf
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/nonprofit_collaboration_2.0
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/nonprofit_collaboration_2.0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ltX6quWnSwQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ltX6quWnSwQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.philips.com/a-w/foundation/news/articles/news-update/world-changing-idea-providing-high-risk-pregnancy-toolkit.html
https://www.philips.com/a-w/foundation/news/articles/news-update/world-changing-idea-providing-high-risk-pregnancy-toolkit.html
https://mashable.com/2017/09/26/philips-change-the-world/?europe=true#8oA9BNGU4OqP
https://mashable.com/2017/09/26/philips-change-the-world/?europe=true#8oA9BNGU4OqP
https://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-in-development-new-challenges-for-human-rights-and-civil-society.pdf
http://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/BN86-CSO-Business-Partnerships-Development-January-2016-ECDPM.pdf
http://ecdpm.org/wp-content/uploads/BN86-CSO-Business-Partnerships-Development-January-2016-ECDPM.pdf
http://scholarship.claremont.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2367&context=cmc_theses
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/21252030%20Agenda%20for%20Sustainable%20Development%20web.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/01/realising-the-potential-of-cross-sector-partnerships/
https://development-tools.org/partnerships-ngos-and-the-private-sector-31f95a01a74c
https://development-tools.org/partnerships-ngos-and-the-private-sector-31f95a01a74c
http://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/from-ppp-to-abc-a-new-partnership-approach-for-the-sdgs/


More inspiration

The private sector and the SDGs. 
Implications for civil society 

This paper outlines some 
risks and opportunities of 
including companies as key 
development partners. 

http://www.civicus.org/documents/
reports-and-publications/
SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-
sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-
for-civil-society.pdf
 
Cross sector leadership
 
eBook that takes a close look at 
cross sector leaders and their role 
in advancing social change.

http://stanford.ebookhost.net/
ssir/digital/52/ebook/1/index.
php?e=52&user_id=241847&flash=0

Multi-stakeholder partnerships for 
implementing the 2030 Agenda

Paper that identifies concrete 
steps towards more equal and 
transparent multi-stakeholder 
partnerships. 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/
papers.cfm?abstract_id=2767464

On 16 July 2018, UN Environment 
and Google announced they have 
entered into a partnership for the 
purpose of expanding knowledge 
about the impacts of human ac-
tivity on global ecosystems. “We 
will only be able to solve the big-
gest environmental challenges of 
our time if we get the data right,” 
said Erik Solheim, head of UN En-
vironment. Google and the UN 
are developing a platform that 
will allow NGOs, governments 

and the public to track environ-
ment-related developments and 
identify priority areas for action. 
Between them, the two giants 
have an enormous, wide-spread 
network. Combining the political 
and social leverage of the UN with 
the technology, reach and data of 
Google, this partnership could sig-
nificantly change the way we will 
address environmental issues in 
the future. 
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Data for global goals

came popular in the early 1990s as 
a cost-effective way to deliver public 
services. This focus on cost-efficien-
cy however, does not match the vi-
sion of the 2030 Agenda, nor does 
it strengthen civil society at large. 
Moreover, PPPs tend to be char-
acterized by power imbalances in 
which funding parties take the lead; 
they are usually implemented on the 
traditional ‘North-South axis’ (which, 
as discussed in chapter 6, is subject 
to growing criticism); and the most 
affected people are usually excluded 
from the partnerships. 

Given these problems, PPPs have of-
ten failed to live up to expectations. 
Since the publication of the 2030 
Agenda, however, a growing num-
ber of innovative new models have 
emerged that adhere to principles of 
equality and inclusiveness. In several 
cases, these new models seek to bet-

ter integrate local communities into 
the partnership arrangements. The 
example of the Human Cities Coali-
tion already shows that including the 
most affected as equal partners in a 
consortium not only benefits these 
people, but also helps formulate bet-
ter and more sustainable solutions 
for the community as a whole. Thus, 
adding a fourth P - for people - to the 
‘PPPs’ is increasingly being recognized 
as a promising way forward. 

The public-private people partner-
ships (also known as P4s) that are 
emerging embrace bottom-up partici-
pative strategies and typically centre 
around issues of urban planning and 
infrastructural development. Yet this 
does not mean that P4s cannot be ap-
plied in other fields, as is exemplified 
by the National Rural Health Mission 
(NRHM) in India. This governmental 
body “seeks to provide equitable, af-

fordable and quality health care to 
the rural population, especially the 
vulnerable groups.” The NRHM has 
initiated partnerships with NGOs and 
companies, and is now taking con-
crete steps to integrate local com-
munities as a fourth partner. Across 
the country, patient welfare commit-
tees (known as Rogi Kalyan Samiti or 
RKS) have been set up and consist 
of representatives of local communi-
ties, including women and vulnerable 
groups. In addition, special attention 
is devoted to women and children 
by including so-called ‘mother NGOs’ 
(MNGOs) in the multi-sector partner-
ships to ensure that their health care 
needs are met. 

Companies, governments, grassroots 
movements, knowledge institutes, 
CSOs, NGOs—all of these actors have 
unique competencies and resources 
that are valuable to achieve the future 
we want. Recognizing the presence 
and, more importantly, the comple-
mentarity of these different assets is 
a vital step towards forging meaning-
ful cross-sectoral partnerships. The 
following pages will show that when 
partners pool their competencies to 
achieve a common goal, tremendous 
progress and impact becomes possi-
ble. In these cases, the saying is defi-
nitely true: The (partnership) whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts. 
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http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://www.civicus.org/documents/reports-and-publications/SOCS/2017/essays/the-private-sector-and-the-sdgs-implications-for-civil-society.pdf
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/52/ebook/1/index.php?e=52&user_id=241847&flash=0
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/52/ebook/1/index.php?e=52&user_id=241847&flash=0
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/52/ebook/1/index.php?e=52&user_id=241847&flash=0
http://stanford.ebookhost.net/ssir/digital/52/ebook/1/index.php?e=52&user_id=241847&flash=0
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Delivery.cfm/SSRN_ID2767464_code2467899.pdf?abstractid=2767464&mirid=1
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Delivery.cfm/SSRN_ID2767464_code2467899.pdf?abstractid=2767464&mirid=1
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Delivery.cfm/SSRN_ID2767464_code2467899.pdf?abstractid=2767464&mirid=1
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Delivery.cfm/SSRN_ID2767464_code2467899.pdf?abstractid=2767464&mirid=1
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/press-release/un-environment-and-google-announce-ground-breaking-partnership
https://www.sciencealert.com/google-united-nations-partnership-provide-free-open-access-environmental-data
https://www.sciencealert.com/google-united-nations-partnership-provide-free-open-access-environmental-data
http://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/from-ppp-to-abc-a-new-partnership-approach-for-the-sdgs/
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-33210-9_9
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-33210-9_9
http://www.balticurbanlab.eu/materials/working-paper-public-private-people-partnerships-urban-planning
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257097200_A_public_private_people_partnerships_P4_process_framework_for_infrastructure_development_in_Hong_Kong
http://nhm.gov.in/nhm/nrhm.html
http://nhm.gov.in/nhm/nrhm.html
https://www.pwc.in/publications/publications-2014/public-private-people-partnershipwining-in-collaboration.html
https://www.pwc.in/publications/publications-2014/public-private-people-partnershipwining-in-collaboration.html
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Patagonia: 
an activist company 

Protecting Takayna

Situated on the island of Tasmania, 
the Takayna area is Australia’s larg-
est temperate rainforest, home to a 
vast array of endangered wildlife and 
some of the richest Aboriginal herit-
age in the world. Working to protect 
the Takanya from further demolition 
by major logging companies is the 
Tasmania-based Bob Brown Founda-
tion. However, as logging activities in 
the area are mostly kept secret and 
tucked far away in the heart of the 
forest, the foundation found it often 
came too late to the logging sites. 
That is, until local ultramarathon 
runner Nicole Anderson came in to 
help. With her ability to run long dis-
tances on narrow forest tracks, she 
covers tracks of land faster than any 
other scout. Surveying the Takanya 
on foot, Anderson identifies logging 
sites and maps possible access points 
and obstacles for campaigners. As a 
running scout for the foundation, An-
derson is able to combine her love of 
sports and the outdoors with envi-
ronmental activism. California-based 
clothing brand Patagonia embodies 
these same values - sports, nature 
and activism - so it is not surprising 
that the company joined forces with 
Bob Brown Foundation to protect 
the Takayna region. Their joint latest 
initiative is the documentary Takayna, 
which tells the story of Nicole Ander-
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son and draws attention to the forces 
threatening Tasmania’s forests.
 
Environmental activism

Patagonia’s tradition of working with 
environmental activists goes back to 
the company’s founder, Yvon Choui-
nard. As a pioneer rock climber in 
the mid-1960s, he started the com-
pany with a dual purpose of improv-
ing climbing tools and ensuring that 
more people could safely share the 
joy of being in nature. When Choui-
nard’s company opened its first offic-
es in Ventura, California, the small Pa-
tagonia team got in touch with a local 
environmental group, Friends of the 
Ventura River. The group was fighting 
commercial construction plans that 
threatened to destroy what little was 
left of wildlife living in and around the 
Ventura River. Patagonia, sharing the 
group’s worries, provided them with 
an office space, mailbox and small 
financial contributions, and used ad-
vertisements to draw attention to 
the cause. Eventually, the construc-
tion plans were cancelled and after a 
few years the degraded habitat of the 
Ventura river was restored.

For Patagonia, this early cooperation 
with grassroots activists marked the 
beginning of the brand’s long-stand-
ing tradition. Up to this day, the brand 
is still working with small scale envi-

ronmental initiatives across the globe 
and has become a self-proclaimed 
‘activist company’, pioneering a mod-
el of corporation as civic-engagement 
instigator.
 
Taking the lead

What is especially ground-breaking 
about this model is that Patagonia 
does not just support campaigns, but 
takes a leading role in starting the 
campaigns and building a resilient 
environmental movement. Based on 
decades of experience with environ-
mental activism, Patagonia published 
the book Tools for grassroots activists: 
best practices for success in the envi-
ronmental movement, which forms 
the basis of Patagonia’s ‘activist boot-
camps’ that provide skills training to 
activists from around the world.
         
As a brand, Patagonia blurs the line 
between the corporate sphere and 
environmental activism. Yet although 
the company claims that making 
money is not what it is about, run-
ning a profit is what keeps Patagonia 
in business. Experience from the last 
decade has shown that Patagonia’s 
zealous activism is in the company’s 
own best interest as well. The compa-
ny has seen a quadrupling of its rev-
enue and the more it invests in its be-
liefs and products, the better it seems 
to perform. “Doing good work for 

the planet,” says CEO Rose Marcario, 
“creates new markets and makes [us] 
more money.”

Environmental dating

Patagonia’s latest initiative is the on-
line ‘activist hub’ named Patagonia 
Action Works. Jokingly named ‘a dat-
ing site’ for environmental organi-
zations and activists, the platform 
allows people to discover organiza-
tions working in their region and get 
involved with their projects. The web-
site also provides information about 
environmental issues and about 
funding opportunities for grassroots 
organizations. With Patagonia Action 
Works, Patagonia has entered a new 
stage in activism. From working with 
environmental CSOs, it is now actively 
facilitating cooperation between CSOs 
and individuals, fostering the growth 
of a globally connected environmen-
tal movement.

Case:
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https://www.patagonia.com/blog/2018/05/world-heritage-protection-for-the-tarkine
http://www.bobbrown.org.au/the_foundation
http://www.bobbrown.org.au/the_foundation
https://www.patagonia.com/blog/2018/06/dispatches-from-the-edge-of-the-world/
https://www.patagonia.com/
https://youtu.be/MHdE2YCRjck
https://www.brandingstrategyinsider.com/2018/07/brand-patagonia-a-founders-story-and-strategy.html
https://www.brandingstrategyinsider.com/2018/07/brand-patagonia-a-founders-story-and-strategy.html
https://www.patagonia.com/new-localism.html
https://www.patagonia.com/new-localism.html
https://www.fastcompany.com/40525452/how-patagonia-grows-every-time-it-amplifies-its-social-mission
https://www.fastcompany.com/40525452/how-patagonia-grows-every-time-it-amplifies-its-social-mission
https://books.google.nl/books?id=AnwgDAAAQBAJ&hl=nl&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://books.google.nl/books?id=AnwgDAAAQBAJ&hl=nl&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://books.google.nl/books?id=AnwgDAAAQBAJ&hl=nl&source=gbs_navlinks_s
https://youtu.be/TCQYz4-KXaY
https://youtu.be/TCQYz4-KXaY
https://www.fastcompany.com/40525452/how-patagonia-grows-every-time-it-amplifies-its-social-mission
https://youtu.be/NXWGudS8DV4
https://youtu.be/NXWGudS8DV4
https://www.treehugger.com/green-investments/patagonia-wants-more-people-become-environmental-activists.html
https://www.treehugger.com/green-investments/patagonia-wants-more-people-become-environmental-activists.html


Interview with
Chantal Inen

Chantal Inen is a social entrepreneur and founder of 

The Punchy Pack, a social enterprise that helps

young professionals from within companies to develop 

bottom-up sustainable business projects in partnership with 

NGOs, governmental bodies and other public sector parties. 
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What drove you to start The 
Punchy Pack? 
Looking around me, I realized there 
are a lot of young, talented profes-
sionals who want to make a mean-
ingful contribution to society but of-
ten struggle to determine how to do 
this. Through the Punchy Pack, I want 
to make these young talents more 
aware of their potential and help 
them harness their entrepreneurial 
drive for positive change.  

Why did you choose to focus on the 
private sector? 
Well, for one thing, there is a lot of 
untapped talent there. I am not say-
ing this is not the case elsewhere, 
but in terms of entrepreneurial po-

tential and drive, it is most evident 
in the private sector. At the same 
time, many young people in this sec-
tor are searching for a sense of pur-
pose and meaning. In addition, the 
private sector quite simply has the 
resources and reach to realize big 
societal change. Through relatively 
small changes or investments - say, 
for instance, an international retailer 
making its coffee supply chain more 
sustainable - big companies can have 
tremendous impact.  

I must add, however, that although 
the private sector is our starting point, 
connecting to other sectors is an in-
tegral part of our work. The business 
proposals developed in the Partner-

ship Academy, for instance, always 
include cross-sectoral collaborations. 
My hope is that these cases will lead 
to a more fundamental mindshift 
within companies - that they start co-
operating with NGOs, knowledge in-
stitutions and governments on a larg-
er scale and more structural basis.  
 
So, your objective goes beyond 
establishing cross-sectoral part-
nerships for sustainable business 
cases? 
Absolutely. The innovative busi-
ness cases are only the beginning. 
In the end, The Punchy Pack ex-
ists to instigate ‘micro-revolutions 
for macro-resolutions’, by training 
young professionals to bring about 

meaningful change within their 
companies. I like to think of the 
companies we work with as small 
societies, with young professionals 
as the grassroots. With their ener-
gy and talent, they can realize sys-
temic change from the bottom up, 
towards a more sustainable future.  
And companies, in turn, are increas-
ingly open to investing in new ideas 
and experimentation. They too rec-
ognize that our world is changing 
more rapidly than ever and that 
the challenges that come with that 
change require new approaches 
and collaborations. 

Speaking of collaborations, all busi-
ness cases developed within The 
Punchy Pack’s trajectory are built 
on partnerships between com-
panies and other actors, mostly 
NGOs. If the company is both initia-
tor and funder of the partnership, 
does this not lead to great power 
imbalances? 

Interview with Chantal Inen “Companies increasingly recognize 
that they need the skills, knowledge 
and networks of NGOs to develop 
sustainable business practices, 
especially in developing countries.” 

Companies increasingly recognize 
that they are not the only ones with 
resources, that they need the skills, 
knowledge and networks of NGOs to 
develop sustainable business prac-
tices, especially in developing coun-
tries. When energy firm Alliander, for 
example, uses its expertise to distrib-
ute special batteries in disaster zones, 
such a project needs the assistance 
of the Red Cross. And to realize sus-
tainable waste management in India, 
the know-how of waste-management 
company Van Gansewinkel is vital, 
but it is of no use when local organiza-
tions and authorities are not included 
in the project.              
 
Why do you think your initiatives 
and the notion of cross-sectoral 
partnerships are catching on?
As I said, the world is changing rapidly 
and the challenges we face today can 
no longer be tackled by one sector 
alone. They all need each other - and 
the private sector is no exception. To 

Trendwatch Academy 
A programme in which young profes-
sionals explore future trends that im-
pact their organizations and society 
at large. Focusing on themes related 
to the SDGs, Trendwatch Academy 
helps young professionals identify 
how they can harness their talents to 
realize positive change. 

The Punchy Pack has developed three core programmes: 

The Partnership Election
This competition marks the end of 
the Partnership Academy. One of the 
newly developed partnerships and 
related business proposals wins the 
‘best new partnership’ award and 
seed capital to kick-start the project. 

The Partnership Academy
An eight-month training programme 
that helps young professionals de-
velop a sustainable business case for 
the company they work in. Every busi-
ness case is built on a cross-sectoral 
partnership and addresses interna-
tional challenges related to the SDGs. 

continue doing business in the long 
run, companies will have to invest in 
sustainability, social change and inclu-
sive development. Some companies, 
like Patagonia, are leading the pack. 
I hope that our young profession-
als will lead even more companies 
in the same direction. They are their 
organizations’ future leaders - if they 
start making a difference now, and 
establish meaningful partnerships 
today, these collaborations have the 
potential to make huge contributions 
to sustainable development.
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Donor dependency

Much has been written about the 
negative effects of donor dependency 
for CSOs. To access funding, organiza-
tions have been found to change their 
jargon to match that of potential do-
nors, emphasize quantifiable results 
and upward accountability to donors, 
and align their priorities with those of 
donors rather than give precedence 
to local needs. In this way, CSOs are 
straightjacketed into foreign agendas 
and externally dictated processes, 
thus seriously limited in their ability 
to support systemic, lasting change. 
While it is true that those holding the 
purse strings are inevitably in a posi-
tion of power, CSOs are not simply 
puppets to their donors. A measure 
of agency must be allocated to CSOs. 
With their experience, local knowledge 
and networks, these organizations 
have something to bring to the table 
too. Their relationship with donors is 
not simply one of one-directional de-
pendence, rather, it is characterized by 
mutual interdependence. 

Connected capacity

To tackle issues of donor dependency 
in a sustainable fashion, perhaps what 
is most important is to challenge the 
centrality of money in development 
practices. A mindshift is necessary that 
draws attention away from scarcity 
and money towards abundance and 
the importance of alternative resourc-
es CSOs and communities already pos-
sess. By working together and sharing 
their capacities, organizations can try 
to create a situation in which these 
capacities - such as particular compe-
tencies, skills, time and creativity - be-
come the main development currency, 
rather than money. (See chapter six for 
further discussion on these develop-
ments, particularly in the form of the 
sharing economy). Additionally, CSOs 
develop collaborative relationships 
with other parties - especially from the 
private sector - not necessarily for the 
purpose of acquiring funding, but to 
draw on complementary competen-
cies. Within the framework of the Part-
nership Academy (see the interview on 
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Instead of focusing on 
scarcity of funding, 
attention should shift to 
the abundance of diverse 
resources and capacities 
CSOs and their communities 
already possess. 
By sharing and combining 
these resources for a 
common cause, their 
connected capacities can 
become the main driver of 
development and reduce 
dependency on 
traditional resource 
mobilization options. 

page 40), for example, companies and 
organizations have entered into col-
laborative relationships in which they 
bring together their complementary 
capacities in pursuit of common goals.  

Despite these and other promising 
developments that draw attention to 
resources other than money, fund-
ing remains an indispensable and in-
strumental resource for CSOs to con-
tinue their work. And, as the demand 
for funding continues to be greater 
than the supply, the party in posses-
sion of the scarce resources inevita-
bly has the upper hand. To challenge 
such power imbalances in traditional 
donor-recipient relationships, organ-
izations are increasingly establishing 
new forms of collaborations with a 
wider variety of actors to diversify 
their income sources. 

Diversifying collaboration

Organizations have developed multi-
ple strategies to facilitate these new 
forms of collaborations. One such 
strategy is online crowdfunding, which 
is used on a massive scale by both in-
stitutionalized and less formal CSOs. 
Through online platforms, individu-
als are invited to pool their resources 
and work together to support a spe-
cific cause or campaign. A recent ex-
ample is the Australian NGO Gifts for 
Manus and Nauru. This initiative runs 

For many civil society organizations, traditional donor funds still constitute an 
indispensable source of income.  Without the support of external funding, the 
life expectancy of many - if not most - organizations is dramatically low. To avoid 
these near-choking levels of dependency, CSOs are developing creative strategies 
to be more self-reliant. Increasingly, they are working together with actors that 
are more grounded in the communities they serve rather than with traditional 
governments and multilateral institutions, and devising collaborative methods 
that differ significantly from donor-recipient constructions. 

monthly crowdfunding campaigns to 
provide phone credit to asylum seek-
ers living on Manus Island and Nauru 
so that they can stay connected with 
loved ones. 

Another resource strategy to avoid do-
nor dependency is exemplified by Af-
ricans Rising, a pan-African movement 
working for peace, justice and dignity. 
Africans Rising aims for “the initiative 
to be supported primarily by resources 
raised by and within the African conti-
nent and the African Diaspora.” This 
strategy has a double purpose. First, 
by relying on its African constituency 
for funding, the organization avoids 
becoming dependent on external do-
nors. More importantly, through its re-
source strategy, Africans Rising fosters 
a sense of community and (co-)owner-
ship among its constituents, thereby 
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More inspiration

Promoting civil society and 
democracy. Tracing ideals in reality

Dissertation on civil society 
and democracy promotion in 
developing countries, including 
a critical reflection of NGO-
donor relations. 

https://repository.
ubn.ru.nl//bitstream/
handle/2066/129846/129846.pdf

Why grassroots activists should 
resist being ‘professionalised’ into 
an NGO

Opinion piece in The Guardian, 
asserting that professionalization 
to satisfy donors negatively affects 
activists’ campaigns. 

https://www.theguardian.com/
global-development-professionals-
network/2017/jul/07/why-
grassroots-activists-should-resist-
being-professionalised-into-an-ngo

How community philanthropy shifts 
power: what donors can do to 
make that happen

Report that explores how funders 
can shift power into the hands 
of local leadership through 
community philanthropy. Includes 
examples, advice, and the driving 
questions for donors.

https://www.issuelab.org/resource/
how-community-philanthropy-
shifts-power-what-donors-can-do-
to-help-make-that-happen.html
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While matched crowdfunding is in-
creasingly used in various sectors 
throughout the world, the United 
Kingdom and Australia have long been 
frontrunners, particularly for support-
ing arts and culture. Matched crowd-
funding has become a popular tool to 
foster civic engagement and create a 
sense of joint effort, with civilians and 
government each doing their part to 
keep the arts alive. One example in 
Australia is MATCH Lab, an initiative of 
the government’s Australian Cultural 
Fund (ACF). The fundraising platform 
encourages donations to selected 

Australian artists, whose crowdfunding 
campaigns are given a boost by match-
ing dollar-for-dollar what the artists raise. 
In the UK, innovation foundation NESTA 
also launched a matched crowdfunding 
campaign, in partnership with the Arts 
Council England and the UK Department 
for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport. Based 
on the results, NESTA published the in-
spiring report Matching the Crowd, which 
includes lessons learned from the vari-
ous matched crowdfunding initiatives, 
as well as recommendations for funders, 
platforms and beneficiaries to make 
matched crowdfunding a success. 

Joining the crowd to support the arts

  
emphasizing its African identity and 
enhancing the movement’s legitimacy 
and resilience.  

Matching the crowd

As full financial independence - be 
it through membership or through 
crowdsourcing - may not be attain-
able for most CSOs, matched crowd-
funding can offer an interesting in-
termediate solution. Organizations 
start a crowdfunding campaign and 
at the same time enter into partner-
ships with more traditional sources of 
funding like governments, grant-giv-
ing bodies or charitable foundations. 

These funders ‘match’ the money ac-
cumulated through the crowdfunding 
platform; that is, they double or sup-
plement up to a certain amount to ac-
quired funds. The genius of matched 
crowdfunding lies in the innovative 
way it brings together individual inves-
tors and traditional funds, generating 
greater impact and promoting public 
engagement at the same time.  

Working with local communities 

Joining forces with the wider public is 
at the heart of another approach to 
acquiring resources: community phi-
lanthropy. Community philanthropy 

is a form of philanthropy in which lo-
cal people mobilize resources for local 
development processes, making them 
the owners and instigators of pro-
gress. Increasingly, this strategy is re-
garded as essential to sustainable de-
velopment, as it shifts the power away 
from traditional external donors, sup-
ports local ownership and empowers 
local constituencies. Throughout the 
global South, local foundations have 
emerged that aim to build a culture 
of local philanthropy driven by ordi-
nary people. By mobilizing resources 
- financial and other - from within lo-
cal communities, these initiatives are 

lending agency to local people. Com-
munity philanthropy recognizes the 
value of material and non-material as-
sets already present in local communi-
ties and empowers them to drive their 
own development processes. In the 
pages that follow, the example of the 
Nepali foundation Tewa shows just 
how this concept works in practice. 
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Tewa: women’s philanthropy 
in Nepal

Supporting women power

On a sunny corner in crowded Kath-
mandu, 35-year-old Pabitra Bhandari 
is selling fruits and vegetables. Given 
the success of her business and the 
ease with which she talks to her cus-
tomers, it is hard to imagine that only 
a year ago Pabitra would not dare to 
take her vegetable cart out on the 
street. Faced with physical disabili-
ties, Pabitra had long been victim to 
harassment and social exclusion in 
Ilam, her hometown in the east of Ne-
pal. After moving to Kathmandu, she 
found support from Entire Power in 
Social Action (EPSA), a local organiza-
tion focusing solely on the empower-
ment of disabled women in Nepal. 
EPSA not only gave Pabitra her veg-
etable cart, it also connected her with 
other disabled women, giving her the 
confidence to go out and begin mak-
ing a living for herself. 

EPSA is one of the many local women-
centred initiatives in Nepal supported 
by Tewa, a women’s fund that has 
been operating on the principle of 
community philanthropy since 1995. 
Community philanthropy is built on a 
powerful and simple logic, explained 
clearly in GrandCraft’s report How 
community philanthropy shifts power.  It 
starts from the premise that all com-
munities have assets, which, when 
pooled together, lend power to these 

communities. If people contribute 
their own resources to this ‘pool’, 
they will feel a sense of ownership 
and will care about the outcomes of 
their investment. Such mobilization 
of local resources challenges tradi-
tional donor-beneficiary dynamics 
and gives rise to new forms of hori-
zontal accountability based on trust 
and transparency.

Sharing resources and power

Over the last two decades, Tewa has 
built a network of over 5,000 individ-
ual donors - all of whom are ordinary 
Nepali citizens - whose contributions 
form the backbone of Tewa. Their 
(often small) donations are pooled 
together to be allocated as grants to 
community initiatives and women’s 
groups. Many women and organiza-
tions who have received grants from 
Tewa end up donating back to the or-
ganization once they have built up the 
resources - with Tewa’s assistance - to 
do so. The ability to ‘give back’ fosters 
a sense of shared and equal owner-
ship and eliminates power dynamics 
that may emerge between donor and 
recipient. Tewa’s founder, Rita Thapa, 
explains that from the very beginning 
she was determined to steer clear of 
hierarchical, top-down structures. Re-
lationships with grantees of Tewa are 
horizontal and based on trust. The 
aim is to enter a true partnership, in 
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which local organizations’ voices are 
not just heard, but amplified as much 
as possible. 

Apart from targeted grants, another 
one of Tewa’s key ingredients to suc-
cess is its volunteer programme. 
Women - and, increasingly, men and 
local youth - who are interested, usu-
ally homemakers and (aspiring) en-
trepreneurs, receive training about 
philanthropy, development in Nepal, 
fundraising, women’s rights and social 
mobility. These women then become 
part of Tewa’s volunteer corps, con-
tributing their time and skills to Tewa’s 
various fundraising and core pro-
gramme activities. The programme 
thus offers them a platform where 
they can learn useful skills and expand 
their networks. Over the years, there 
have been tremendous ripple effects 
from the volunteer programme. Many 
women entrepreneurs have indicated 
that they now think differently about 
their own abilities and have been able 

As Nepal’s only fund that works spe-
cifically to support organized women’s 
groups, Tewa aims to encourage women 
to become leaders in their communities. 
In this regard, the year 2017 saw an im-
portant opportunity because for the first 
time in 20 years local elections were held 

in Nepal. To encourage women’s partici-
pation in state governance and fight dis-
crimination of women in politics, Tewa 
provided a number of grants in different 
districts to help women leaders enhance 
their capacities, strengthen their leader-
ship and mobilize women voters.

to grow their businesses by using the 
linkages made through Tewa.

A mindset of abundance 

At the heart of Tewa’s work lie the key 
mindsets identified as vital for achiev-
ing the future we want. The organiza-
tion’s approach is explicitly inclusive 
and cognizant of the interconnected-
ness of the women of Nepal; it puts 
the women themselves in the lead, 
empowering them to build up a sus-
tainable living for themselves and 
their families; and it focuses on the 
abundance present in Nepali society, 
rather than emphasizing scarcity or  
looking for external funding. In most 
cases, Tewa’s approach cannot sim-
ply be adopted by other CSOs, if only 
for the simple fact that most are not 
grant-making organizations. However, 
the way in which Tewa works both with 
and for local women to share and gen-
erate resources, offers much inspira-
tion for others to build on.

Women’s empowerment in local elections

Case:
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dle East, Asia and the Pacific, Latin 
America and the Caribbean). Staffed 
with (mostly) women from the region 
and working closely with local wom-
en’s groups and CSOs, these funds 
have a thorough understanding of 
what is needed and what initiatives 
can have the greatest impact in their 
respective areas. Within the LFS pro-
gramme, it is these women’s funds - 
and not the Dutch government - that 
administer the grants and take the 
lead in setting out strategy. 

The LFS programme shows that cur-
rent changes in the so-called aid 

landscape are not only about how 
funds are channelled to the South. 
More importantly, it signals a shift 
from developing nations (and their 
NGOs) running the show to a col-
laborative atmosphere in which the 
most affected are in the lead. This 
mindshift is key to achieving mean-
ingful partnerships for sustainable 
development. It lends agency to 
local organizations and communi-
ties, recognizes their assets and ca-
pacities, and puts them in charge of 
their own development processes. 
(See the interview on page 60 for 
more on this topic). 

Moving closer 

Over the last few years, more and 
more Northern CSOs are reinventing 
themselves. Donors are beginning 
to fund CSOs in developing coun-
tries directly, lending extra urgency 
to this process. However, change is 
mainly sparked when organizations 
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There is a growing 
recognition that all 
communities and their 
organizations possess 
assets, ideas and energy 
between them that are 
valuable for sustainable 
development. Based on 
this recognition, local 
communities are 
increasingly empowered 
to take charge of their own 
development processes. 
New collaborations are 
characterized by joint 
ownership, equality and 
inclusiveness and are 
built on models of 
decentralized power and 
true interconnectedness 
between a variety of actors 
in the North and South.

Leading from the South

This type of rethinking also extends 
to the way in which donors allocate 
their funds and establish partner-
ships. Increasingly, donors are by-
passing Northern organizations 
and channelling funds directly to 
local organizations in the develop-
ing world.  One example is a recent 
initiative of the Dutch Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, Leading from the South 
(LFS). This programme aims to sup-
port women’s rights organizations 
by allocating grants to established 
women’s funds that operate in the 
regions concerned (Africa, the Mid-
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recognize the necessity of taking on 
new roles and approaches to make 
meaningful contributions to sus-
tainable development. 

Among the many different changes 
in CSOs’ approaches and structures 
(see chapter one, for example) are 
transformations on a more organi-
zational level. One rather striking 
manifestation of such change is 
radical relocation, with big organi-
zations moving their headquarters 
from the global North to the global 
South. ActionAid was the first big 
international NGO to take this step, 
relocating its headquarters to Jo-
hannesburg in January 2004. Action-
Aid was later followed by other or-
ganizations, including Oxfam, which 
agreed to move its headquarters to 
Nairobi in 2017. For NGOs, being 
closer ‘to the ground’ makes it eas-
ier to forge relationships based on 
trust and equality and work togeth-

Partnerships between Northern and Southern CSOs are often regarded as es-
sential to sustainable development and an expression of the solidarity that drives 
organizations’ work. Ideally, these collaborations are built on equality, trust and 
reciprocity and lead to meaningful connections between people in different parts 
of the world. In practice, however, North-South partnerships do not embody this 
ideal. Rather than being characterized by equality and autonomy, they are of-
ten organized in a top-down fashion, with Southern CSOs following the lead of 
their Northern counterparts. For the most part, this power imbalance is a result 
of financial dependence, and North-South relationships become reminiscent of 
those between traditional donors and recipients. As Danny Sriskandarajah, sec-
retary general of CIVICUS, explains, Northern CSOs have indeed been holding the 
purse strings, mainly because they receive the vast majority of aid funding, turn-
ing them into so-called ‘fundermediaries’. In recent years, criticism of these dy-
namics has been growing stronger and calls for change are increasingly catching 
on. As a result, the centrality of the North-South axis - along which development 
aid has been organized for so long - is being revisited. Many Northern CSOs have 
started to re-evaluate their role and organizational structure: The focus is shifting 
towards localized, bottom-up approaches, and new forms of collaboration are 
emerging through decentralization and network building.  
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More inspiration

United Network of Young 
Peacebuilders

A global network strengthening 
sustainable youth-driven 
peacebuilding, connecting 80 
youth peace organizations across 
50 countries.

http://unoy.org/en/our-vision/
 
The future of aid INGOs in 2030
 
Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing elit. Nunc 
pellentesque risus ac nunc blandit, 
ac sodales nisl consectetur. Aenean 
metus lectus.

https://reliefweb.int/sites/
reliefweb.int/files/resources/The_
Future_Of_Aid_INGOs_In_2030-20.
compressed.pdf

Building and governing a 
democratic federation: 
the ActionAid international story
 
Harvard publication on ActionAid’s 
unique process towards becoming 
a democratic federation. 

http://www.actionaid.org/
sites/files/actionaid/building_
and_governing_a_democratic_
federation_20june2013_-_copie.pdf

Social franchising

North-South paradigm described in 
the first paragraph of this chapter. 
To achieve more equal and mean-
ingful relationships with Southern 
partners, a shift away from this cen-
tralized octopus model and towards 
a distributed network model is nec-
essary. In such a network model, 
power is divided equally among all 
chapters, which are no longer con-
nected only to the leading core, but 
connected to one another as well. 
This transformation to a genuine 
international and interconnected 
network requires a decentralization 
of management and a new role for 
what used to be the leading body 
of the organization. For Northern 
NGOs, this means a role that is “less 
about leading and more about fa-
cilitating greater cross-country and 
collaborative activities, including 
South-South cooperation”. 

Some organizations have embraced 
the notion of decentralization and 
now only work behind the scenes. 
Former UK-based NGO Every Child, 
for example, relaunched itself in 
2014 as Family for Every Child, a 
global network of local CSOs work-
ing together to improve the lives 
of vulnerable children around the 
world. The organization no longer 
runs any programmes under its own 
name; instead, it acts as an ‘enabler’, 

with a crucial role in mobilizing re-
sources and advocating for change. 

Over the last few years, civil society 
is gradually moving away from one-
directional North-South partner-
ships towards new organizational 
structures in which power is decen-
tralized. These developments are 
a manifestation of a fundamental 
mindshift: Increasingly, CSOs and 
donors are recognizing that sustain-
able development hinges on suc-

Chapter 5 Shifting power, 
shifting focus 

The international organization Dance-
4Life has adopted a different organiza-
tional model to heed the call for change 
in the development sector: social fran-
chising.  Dance4Life seeks to empower 
young people to take action, to push 
back HIV and AIDS and lift taboos about 
safe sex and gender-based violence. To 
do so, the organization has developed 
the Journey4Life curriculum, a youth 
empowerment programme which fo-
cuses on personal growth, building 
confidence and behavioural change. 
Instead of simply transplanting this 
curriculum to anywhere in the world, 
local NGOs can become co-owners or 
‘franchisees’ of the programme. They 
are assisted in shaping the programme 

to fit local needs and invited to share 
their experiences and ideas with the 
global network of franchise holders. In 
this way, franchisees are co-creating 
the Dance4Life philosophy, tools and 
programmes rather than following pre-
fixed rules.  
This social franchise model is Dance-
4Life’s way of contributing to change 
in the current donor-driven landscape 
and inspiring local ownership among its 
partners. Newly installed director Jael 
van der Heijden explains: “We hope our 
social franchise approach will contrib-
ute to the broader discussion in the sec-
tor about new forms of partnerships, 
which are built on equal relationships 
with local organizations”. 

‘devolving power’ and reflected the 
organization’s belief that to fight 
poverty and inequality, “the people 
and communities affected must be 
actively involved”.  Today, ActionAid 
has become a federation in which 
all members have an equal say in 
the decision-making process. The 
Johannesburg offices function most-
ly as a secretariat while the regional 
offices take the lead. A similar senti-
ment drove Oxfam’s decision to set 
up its headquarters in Nairobi. “It’s 
about [...] locating ourselves where 
the struggles are,” said Oxfam’s Ex-
ecutive Director, Winnie Byanyima, 
when the NGO’s move was made 
public. “We are hiring more people 
from the South to be in our leader-
ship, so decisions will be made [...] 
by people from the South who have 
experienced poverty and its impact 
on people there.”  

From octopus to equal partners

Historically, big Northern CSOs have 
been organized in a centralized net-
work structure, with headquarters 
situated in the North and regional or 
national chapters across the globe 
to implement the organizations’ pro-
grammes, without interacting much 
with one another. This so-called oc-
topus model, in which power lies 
with the head of the network, is very 
much embedded in the traditional 

er more effectively with the people 
they are aiming to support. Moreo-
ver, the cities to which the NGOs are 
moving will benefit from new job op-
portunities and the direct presence 
of a professional community work-
ing for social change. 

While the sentiments driving NGOs 
to move to the South are admirable, 
it must be noted that such reloca-
tions can have negative effects. When 
big NGOs ‘go local’ and establish rela-
tively independent offices in the global 
south, they may absorb funding at the 
expense of the very organizations they 
seek to support and collaborate with. As 
long as the resources continue to flow 
in the same direction – that is, to the 
big NGOs - the question of their physi-
cal location remains irrelevant. Danny 
Sriskandarajah makes a similar point: 
“Moving a big organization will not be 
that successful if it simply continues 
to concentrate power and resources”. 
What is necessary to achieve genuine 
transformation is a more structural 
change, in which big organizations re-
distribute power and resources to en-
courage the development and impact 
of grassroots organizations. 

Taking a closer look at the logic be-
hind ActionAid’s move, it is clear that 
the move to Johannesburg was part 
of a bigger process centred around 

cessful collaboration with the or-
ganizations and communities they 
are seeking to support. To achieve 
this collaboration, they must work 
towards a redistribution of power, 
an appreciation of local communi-
ties’ unique assets and agency, and 
a remodelling of relationships based 
on equality and trust. In the follow-
ing pages, the example of Solidari-
dad, which transformed itself into 
a networked NGO, shows how this 
mindshift can work in practice.
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Solidaridad:
the networked NGO

Chapter 5
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Twenty-first century transformation

Solidaridad was founded as a Chris-
tian development organization in 
1969 and remitted its mandate from 
the Dutch churches in 2010. This 
break from the church coincided 
with a growing realization that tradi-
tional development models, in which 
Northern NGOs were prescribing 
how the global South should devel-
op, were no longer viable. Funders 
began increasingly allocating budg-
ets directly to the regions of opera-
tion and local organizations. For a 
Dutch-based organization like Soli-
daridad, this meant more and more 
difficulties accessing embassy funds 
or funds from international donors. 
Solidaridad thus saw itself faced with 
some big challenges. Yet, instead of 
trying to continue its usual mode of 
operation, the organization decided 
to embrace the shifting tides of the 
21st-century and reinvent itself. By 
2011, Solidaridad had started de-
veloping a new organizational struc-
ture, aiming to transform from a 
traditional NGO for development aid 
into an international network organi-

zation for international cooperation. 
Since then, Solidaridad has grown 
considerably; from 30 staff members 
based in the Netherlands, to over 320 
staff worldwide, and from one main 
Dutch office to 10 regional expertise 
centres spanning five continents. 

The network at work in Meru County

Solidaridad’s global mission is to 
“bring together supply chain ac-
tors and engage them in innova-
tive solutions to improve produc-
tion, ensuring the transition to a 
sustainable and inclusive economy 
that maximizes the benefit for all.” 
To achieve this mission, stimulat-
ing good agricultural practices is 
one of the core strategies being 
implemented across all of Solidari-
dad’s focus regions. However, dif-
ferences between the regions are 
massive and range from huge ba-
nana plantations in Latin America 
to household cassava production 
in West Africa—which means that 
a thorough understanding of local 
circumstances and needs is vital to 
achieve success. 

Meru County in central Kenya is one 
example of how the network oper-
ates. There, the regional expertise 
centre for East and Central Africa is 
responsible for translating Solidari-
dad’s global mission into practices 
that fit the local context. With its rich 
volcanic soils, Meru County is one of 
Kenya’s most fertile areas but most 
farmers still fail to produce beyond 
subsistence farming and supermar-
kets continue to import produce 
that could have been grown locally. 
Solidaridad East and Central Africa 
aims to support smallholder farmers 
to find a way out of poverty and at 
the same time contribute to the de-
velopment of a thriving agricultural 
sector. To achieve this goal the Food 
for All programme was created, seek-
ing to identify and bring together 
local stakeholders from all levels of 
the agricultural supply chain, with 
local farmers at the center. The pro-
gramme is built on recent shared 
knowledge in the Solidaridad net-
work as well as on specific local ex-
pertise to match the Kenyan context. 
Through Food for All, farmers like Eliz-

abeth Ngiri, who is growing French 
beans on a small piece of land, re-
ceive training on best agricultural 
practices and are coupled with local 
companies to be better integrated in 
the agricultural value chain. Process-
ing company Meru Greens is one of 
the key partners, supporting farmers 
in getting the right inputs and buying 
their produce at a decent price. 

While the Food for All programme is 
designed specifically for Kenya’s fruit 
and vegetable sector, the regional 
expertise centre in South America 
can use the insights and experience 
to improve the lives of smallholder 
farmers there as well. The new net-
work structure of Solidaridad fa-
cilitates this knowledge exchange, 
generating a growth of shared know-
how, while respecting the value of lo-
cal expertise.
 
Interconnection and autonomy

It might seem obvious that local 
questions require local knowledge, 
but to this day many Northern NGOs 
still design and implement pro-

grammes that lack sufficient input 
and involvement of Southern part-
ners. With its networked structure, 
Solidaridad has radically turned this 
logic around. Based on past experi-
ences and informed by an extensive 
interview and consultation period, 
the organization concluded that “the 
quality, outcomes and impact of Soli-
daridad programmes could be signif-
icantly improved if the organization 
made maximum use of local exper-
tise from local staff.” In the new net-
work structure, this means that not 
only programme implementation 
is informed by local knowledge, but 
policy development and manage-
ment are being organized at the low-
est level possible as well. This princi-
ple of subsidiarity is now at the heart 
of the Solidaridad network: Locally 
managed regional expertise centres 
have a strong mandate to plan and 
execute programmes.

Creating a global network of regional 
expertise centres has proven to be a 
constant balancing act between au-
tonomy and interconnectedness. On 

the one hand, a strong local identity 
for each region is vital, as this creates 
potential for mobilizing local human 
capacities and funds, and allows for 
context-appropriate programming. 
On the other hand, without a certain 
‘glue’ that ties all regional Solidaridad 
offices together, there is a risk of the 
whole network falling apart. Addi-
tionally, inter-regional cooperation 
offers great benefits for all regions in 
terms of mutual learning, sharing of 
knowledge and resources, and joint 
strategy development.
 
Today, the Solidaridad network is 
still working hard to build capacity 
and foster institutional growth for 
all the regional expertise centres, 
in order to ensure they can fulfil 
the tasks that come with their new 
autonomy and responsibility. In the 
years to come, the organization will 
continue to mature and hopefully 
become an interconnected network 
of equal partners that each con-
tribute to the achievement of the 
shared vision of Solidaridad. 

Case:
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Interview with
Tulika Srivastava

In 2010, Tulika Srivastava became the executive director of 

Women’s Fund Asia. The organization was founded six years 

earlier as the South Asia Women’s Fund (SAWF), 

which supported women human rights activists, groups and 

networks in Bangladesh, India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka. 

Now, 14 years later and with Tulika at the helm, 

the organization has been relaunched as Women’s Fund Asia, 

supplying grants and support to women’s rights organizations 

in 18 countries across Asia.
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http://www.womensfundasia.org/


In 2016 Women’s Fund Asia was 
asked to join the Dutch programme 
Leading From the South (LFS). Be-
coming part of this programme 
meant that your organization had 
to expand its mandate to cover 
Asia entirely. This must have been 
an enormous undertaking. What 
made you decide to go for it? 
Until the discussion on the new fund 
created by the Dutch Ministry of For-
eign Affairs was initiated, we had 
never applied for any other bilateral 
funding as we wanted to safeguard 
our freedom and autonomy. This pro-
gramme, however, was different. It 
was not an idea formulated unilater-
ally by a government, but instead, it 
was a response to a call of women’s 
organizations who demanded for bet-
ter ways to amplify women’s voices 
and support local women’s groups 
in the global South. So, the question 
of joining was bigger than us; it was 
about supporting and being part 
of the global women’s movement. 
Moreover, in the LFS programme, it is 
not the Northern donor but Southern 
women’s funds who are themselves 
part of the women’s movement who 
distribute the funds. This allows us 
to support those women’s initiatives 
that often remain invisible, empower 
local groups, and truly strengthen 
women’s voices where they most 
need it. Also, at that time we were the 

only regional women’s fund working 
in Asia with a clear commitment to 
both feminism and human rights in 
our grant-making. Recognizing the 
importance and the opportunities of 
the LFS programme, we decided to 
step up and expand our scope.  

Women’s Fund Asia is channelling 
resources to women’s groups and 
organizations in the region. What 
is it in your approach that sets you 
apart from traditional donors or 
grant-making organizations?  
Let me start by pointing out an inevi-
table truth: The giver is always more 
powerful than the receiver. However, 
in the way we work with our grantees, 
we try to change the power dynam-
ics and redefine what it means to be 
a donor. First, we do not have strin-
gent formal demands like many tra-
ditional donors have. We do not ask 
our grantees for extensive reporting 
and forms to be filled out. We want 
to make sure that grantees - who 
are often small groups and organiza-
tions - can devote their energies and 
resources to their work and generate 
impact rather than reports. And while 
we do assist organizations to institu-
tionalize to some extent, this must 
always serve the purpose of improv-
ing impact and amplifying their voice. 
Second, since reports do have to be 
written for the sake of accountabil-

ity and transparency, we - Women’s 
Fund Asia - do this together with our 
grantees. We encourage storytelling 
rather than force grantees to supply 
us with quantifiable results and hard 
data. Based on the wonderful stories 
these women share about their work 
and impact, our team formulates re-
ports that are understandable for 
organizations, communities, govern-
ments and donors alike. Finally, be-
cause we work so closely with the or-
ganizations we fund and are actively 
engaged with their causes, we build 
up a very different relationship with 
them than traditional donors do. 

What does this relationship look 
like? How does it translate into 
practice? 
Our relationship with grantees is 
very much based on trust, mutu-
ality and equality. An example of 
how this translates into practice is 
found in the way we create space 
and time for our grantees to reflect 
on their work. For instance, we re-
cently advised one of the organiza-
tions to stop what they were doing, 
take a step back and think. During 
that time, they may not have been 
generating quantifiable results, 
but we still paid for their ongoing 
expenses because we trusted that 
providing the space would lead to 
greater impact for the community. 

Interview with Tulika Srivastava “To build a movement that has 
true impact, learning from everyone 
within that movement - not only from 
established organizations, but also from 
small initiatives, grassroots groups and 
individuals - is critical.“

Additionally, because we see and 
experience our grantees’ needs 
and worries up close, we can sup-
port initiatives that more traditional 
donors could not. For example, we 
collaborated with an organization 
that supported girls who wanted to 
elope so that they would be free to 
exercise their right of choice. With-
out our intimate knowledge of the 
complex, local social structures and 
marital conventions as well as our 
close contact with the organization, 
it would not be possible to allocate 
funds to such a cause. 

You said that the LFS programme 
not only allows for funds to reach 
women that are often left behind, 
but it also fosters the building of 
a global women’s movement. Can 
you explain that? 
Women’s Fund Asia is one of four 
women’s funds that together man-
age the LFS programme. The others 

are the African Women’s Develop-
ment Fund, the Fondo Mujeres del 
Sur and the International Indigenous 
Women’s Fund Ayni. It has been an 
amazing experience to work with 
these organizations. Even though the 
areas we come from are widely dif-
ferent, we share aspirations and chal-
lenges, speak the same language and 
can learn from one another’s experi-
ences. On the level of these funding 
organizations, we have truly become 
part of a global force. 

Additionally, through the LFS pro-
gramme, we can operate as a ‘spi-
der in the web’ between different 
actors in the struggle for women’s 
rights. We use the experiences from 
our fellow women’s funds to better 
support our grantees, we translate 
grassroots insights and solutions 
into lessons that can be used by or-
ganizations elsewhere - both in and 
outside Asia - and we facilitate co-

operation and mutual learning be-
tween women’s groups and organi-
zations we support. 

Based on your experience at Wom-
en’s Fund Asia and working in the 
LFS consortium, what would be 
your advice to civil society organi-
zations striving to make a mean-
ingful contribution to sustainable 
and inclusive development? 
I would say collaboration and an 
openness to learn from one another 
are key. To build a movement that 
has true impact, learning from every-
one within that movement is critical. 
Being inspired. Taking and sharing 
lessons, not only from established 
organizations, but also from small 
initiatives, grassroots groups and in-
dividuals. I believe that collaboration 
on a basis of trust, respect and - im-
portantly, equality - will go a long way. 
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The sharing
economy

Chapter 6



In the dominant, neoliberal econom-
ic model, people purchase goods for 
their individual use and ownership; a 
habit which leads to the production 
of more and more ‘stuff’ and, con-
sequently, more and more waste. 
This waste is not just physical waste 
like garbage and pollution, but also 
a waste of resources and assets. For 
instance, think of the specialized 
tools people might have stored in 
their sheds: Over 80% of this equip-
ment is used less than once a month, 
with some used no more than twice 
a year. Sharing within a community 
would mean having fewer of these 
goods, but they would be used more 
frequently, rather than lying dor-
mant and going to waste. The core 
idea of the sharing economy is that 
people already possess all the tools 
they could possibly need, if only they 
could pool them together. This idea 
of ‘pooling’ is what lies at the heart 

of the sharing economy: It facilitates 
ways in which individuals, organiza-
tions and communities can exchange 
with others the untapped ‘surplus’ 
or ‘idle’ capacity of their assets. The 
idea of sharing assets between many 
people is of course nothing new, but 
thanks to technological develop-
ments, sharing can now be done at 
a larger scale than ever before. Over 
the last decade the sharing economy 
has grown at an incredible speed. 
New sharing initiatives are launched 
on a daily basis, sharing almost any-
thing from driveways and rarely used 
items, to skill sets and time - the lat-
ter of which is looked at more closely 
in the following pages. 
 
Tapping into the crowd

Used on a daily basis by an ever-
growing number of people, the 
sharing economy is having a trans-
formative impact on civil society. 
For civil society organizations, 
this means that they must adapt 
their mode of operations to the 
new economic model if they want 
to benefit from its opportunities. 
Some organizations are already 
embracing the sharing economy 
wholeheartedly, changing the way 
in which they work with others to 
acquire resources and enhance 
their impact by using a variety of 
online tools.  
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There is an abundance of 
resources and capacities 
available across civil society 
and the communities
they serve. By sharing these 
assets through more collective 
and democratic approaches, 
they can become the main 
currency for social change. 
CSOs are increasingly 
embracing the opportunities 
of the sharing community, 
which builds trust among 
communities and 
organizations and helps
them become more resilient 
and self-sustaining. 

Putting idle assets to use

When talking about ‘economy’ and 
‘resources’ the first thing that usu-
ally springs to mind is money. New 
economic models however, are be-
ing increasingly built around other 
assets and focus on non-financial 
resources such as time, knowledge, 
ideas, and also material goods and 
networks. Particularly promising and 
increasingly popular is the model of 
the sharing economy.

Chapter 6 The sharing economy

At the heart of this publication lies the idea that if we are to have any chance 
of solving today’s global challenges, we must join forces to come up with col-
laborative solutions. One of these challenges is how to turn around the unsus-
tainable nature of our current economic model and mode of consumption. At 
present, economic growth is leading to ever-higher levels of pollution and waste 
disposal as well as increasing resource scarcity and inequality. New and innova-
tive ways of working together and sharing our resources must be developed 
to achieve a more inclusive and sustainable economy. Recent developments 
bring hope for the future, however, as new economic models that challenge the 
status quo are emerging.

One of the most frequently used 
technological innovations is on-
line crowdsourcing, which facili-
tates mass sharing and gathering 
of goods, data, knowledge and 
ideas. An interesting example that 
shows how CSOs might benefit is 
OpenIDEO. This innovative plat-
form connects people from all 
over the world to collaboratively 
come up with solutions for global 
issues, which are presented to 
participants in the form of online 
challenges. Through OpenIDEO, 
people work together by contrib-
uting knowledge, skills and inno-
vative ideas to generate social im-
pact. As shown in Activism, artivism 
and beyond, CSOs are already us-
ing crowdsourcing in various ways, 
but by drawing inspiration from 
such initiatives as OpenIDEO (and 
many others) they could benefit 
far more than they are doing now. 
There is an abundance of creativity 
and energy present in society that 
CSOs can tap into by strategically 
using crowdsourcing. 
 
CSO sharing and caring

Apart from providing tools to help 
engage crowds and tap into their re-
sources (material and immaterial), 
the sharing economy can also trans-
form the way in which CSOs work 
together among themselves. If indi-
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More inspiration

Building up social capital to 
strengthen communities

A talk discussing the future of the 
sharing economy and its links to 
grassroots movements.

http://reinvent.net/events/event/
building-up-social-capital-to-
strengthen-communities/
 
The sharing economy could help 
end poverty. Here’s how
 
This article reflects on how to 
develop a pro-poor sharing 
economy in developing nations.

https://www.weforum.org/
agenda/2018/03/the-sharing-
economy-could-help-end-poverty-
here-s-how/

The secret of the sharing economy
 
TedTalk by expert Benita Matofska 
on the importance of trust in the 
sharing economy.  

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=-uv3JwpHjrw

Innovating local government
 
Article about Seoul, a leader in 
fostering social innovation for the 
sharing economy.

https://ssir.org/articles/entry/
innovating_local_government

Perhaps even more important to 
make the sharing economy work for 
everyone is the mindshift necessary 
to let it reach its full potential: Peo-
ple, communities and organizations 
should realize that between them 
there is already an abundance of re-
sources available. If we manage to 
establish the connections necessary 
to safely share our assets - including 
competencies, skills, time and crea-
tivity - we could all benefit, together. 

These benefits extend beyond the 
realm of material and immaterial re-
sources: Sharing builds trust, allows 
for communities and organizations 
to be more self-sustaining, and leads 
to meaningful connections between 
different parts of society. If civil so-
ciety puts the sharing economy to 
good and fair use, it might turn out 
to be a truly transformative and sus-
tainable alternative to the current 
economic paradigm.

people around the world. When faced 
with an immediate problem such as 
picking out a shirt, retrieving medica-
tion dropped on the floor or checking 
the expiration date on food items, for 
example, the visually impaired per-
son can call upon one of the 1.5 mil-
lion sighted volunteers who provide 
visual assistance through a live video 
connection. As this example shows, 
the principle of the sharing economy 
can be used for more than just to ac-
quire or share goods, knowledge or 
services; CSOs can also employ it as a 
method to generate and expand im-
pact. What is necessary to make this 
a success is a renewed appreciation 
of the resources already present in 
society as well as a rethinking of the 
role CSOs can play in redistributing 
these resources and what actors are 
out there to collaborate with.   

A sharing economy for all

If everyone is to enjoy the opportuni-
ties the sharing economy has to offer, 
concerted efforts are needed to close 
the digital divide (as discussed in 
chapter 2) and organize sharing plat-
forms in a non-extractive and demo-
cratic fashion. To that end, civil soci-
ety should be wary and critical about 
who is running the sharing platforms 
(this is not always immediately clear) 
and how the collectively created val-
ue is distributed. 

Chapter 6 The sharing economy

viduals use online platforms to share 
surplus goods and resources, the 
same is possible for CSOs. Realizing 
this, the Latin American and Carib-
bean Hub of Innovation for Change 
launched its online platform Comu-
nidas.org. On this platform, CSOs can 
search for a service they need and 
obtain that support from other or-
ganizations. In exchange, the receiv-
ing organization then offers its own 
material or immaterial resources for 
others to benefit from. Thus, by fa-
cilitating solidarity exchange among 
CSOs, Comunidas.org helps create a 
self-reliant network of organizations. 
Because they are working together 
through the platform, the organiza-
tions are not only less dependent 
on external resources, they are also 
building trust between themselves 
and the communities they serve. 
Given its success, Comunidas.org is 
currently planning to expand to the 
Middle East and North Africa.

Be My Eyes is an example that draws 
attention to another way in which the 
sharing economy can have a trans-
formative impact on CSOs. This or-
ganization harnesses the power of 
online sharing to help blind people 
tackle daily challenges. Be My Eyes 
crowdsources for people who are will-
ing to share their sight, who are then 
matched with blind and low vision 

New opportunities, new challenges

As the sharing economy is steadily gain-
ing ground and changing the way peo-
ple consume and collaborate, a new set 
of challenges and risks is also emerg-
ing. First, much is still unknown about 
the economic, social and environmen-
tal effects of the online sharing econ-
omy. It is clear, however, that sharing 
economy models can greatly increase 
competition, disrupt existing industries 
and put local enterprises out of busi-
ness. Increased availability of shared 
services could also create a disincen-

tive for further development of public 
services - why invest in better public 
transport if Uber is there? Moreover, 
as new sharing economy models are 
often online-based, they could deepen 
existing inequalities. About half of the 
world’s population still does not have 
internet access and for many who do, 
inadequate infrastructure, high costs of 
connectivity and other barriers prevent 
them from fully engaging with the on-
line sharing economy. 
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Barcelona TimeBanks Time is time

“Time is money” might be the most 
famous quote by former US presi-
dent Benjamin Franklin and a saying 
still often used today. Surely, time 
can be exploited to earn money, but 
in actuality time is just time: a re-
source that has great value outside 
a monetary economic system. This 
is exactly the idea behind the so-
called timebanks. A timebank facili-
tates the exchange of time between 
people, helping to solve problems in 
everyday life. Participants of a time-
bank offer their time to do commu-
nity service for other members that 
need it. Such tasks could range from 
babysitting, reading to old people, 
helping with school homework and 
walking the dog, to repairing things, 
computer help or assisting with tax-
forms. The hours of service are then 
‘credited’ to the contributing mem-
ber, who can ‘spend’ that hour for a 
service that anyone else in the com-
munity offers. 

The concept of the timebank is not 
something new; it may even be as 
old as humankind itself, being em-
bedded in human solidarity and 
community values. The first pro-
fessionalized timebanks however, 
were initiated by US-based NGOs 
in the 1980s and today they exist 
across the globe, often based on 

Chapter 6

online platforms. Still, the US re-
mains a frontrunner. One Washing-
ton-based organization, TimeBanks.
org, actively works to stimulate this 
new way of sharing resources  in 22 
countries and six continents. 

Scaling-up timesharing

Another champion of the time-shar-
ing economy is the city of Barcelona, 
where the first timebank was initiat-
ed by a group of women living in the 
neighbourhood of Guinardó. Elvira 
Méndez, a doctor who worked for 
the NGO Associació Salut i Família 
(Health and Family Association), got 
the idea for a timebank after visiting 
a women’s collective in Italy. Starting 
with the slogan ‘women change city 
life’, the women of Guinardo kicked 
off what was to become a great suc-
cess all across the city. Since then, 
a network of timebanks emerged, 
starting as neighbourhood-based ini-
tiatives that gradually became digi-
tal platforms, facilitating online ex-
change of time and services. As an 
example of time-sharing, Barcelona 
is remarkable for the active involve-
ment of the municipal government 
to connect and support these time-
sharing initiatives. This became par-
ticularly apparent when, in 2004, 
the Barcelona City Council started 
its Programme of Time and Caring 
Economy and joined forces with a 

community network of neighbour-
hoods and the Health and Family 
Association to promote time-shar-
ing in the city. 

Under this programme, people and 
organizations wanting to develop 
exchange initiatives (for time or oth-
er resources) are assisted in various 
ways. They can make use of some of 
the city’s equipment, get technical, 
educational and legal assistance, 
and benefit from special grants. Ad-
ditionally, the programme has re-
sulted in the creation of an online 
portal devoted specifically to Barce-
lona’s sharing economy, with a spe-
cial focus on the city’s timebanks. 
Here, the logic of sharing time is 
explained and promoted and visi-
tors have easy access to the many 
(now 28) time-sharing platforms 
available in the city. This plural-
ity of timebanks is necessary since 
the exchange of time as a currency 
works best when people are in rela-
tively close proximity of each other, 
so as not to lose time commuting 
(which would be considered a loss 
of currency). The Health and Fam-
ily Association, which helps manage 
the network, coordinating confer-
ences and dialogue between the 
banks, aspires for time to become 
a national - or even international - 
currency. In this model, one hour of 

service in Barcelona could get you 
an hour of service you could spend 
in Barcelona, Valencia, Madrid, or 
even in London.

Connecting capacities

In Barcelona, the combination of 
town hall dedication, citizen partici-
pation and NGO involvement has 
made the timebanks a success. As 
a result, the city has now become 
a breeding ground for many other 
examples of sharing systems, giv-
ing rise to numerous knowledge 
exchange networks and platforms 
for sharing goods, all of which also 
enjoy support from Barcelona’s Pro-
gramme of Time and Caring Econ-
omy. And the growing presence of 
these sharing networks is doing 
more for the city than just facilitat-
ing non-monetary transactions and 
service-delivery. By facilitating co-
operation between citizens, based 
on the recognition that their con-
nected capacity helps improve the 
welfare of Barcelona as a whole, the 
networks promote solidarity, build 
community bonds and trust, and 
contribute to a resilient city. 

Case:
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Together 
we dance

Today, somewhere on the outskirts of Delhi, a young Indian woman is danc-
ing. She just sold her first products through the online international market 
and now knows her small business is taking off. Tomorrow, after receiving 
the appropriate medical attention, a mother will give birth to a healthy baby 
boy in Okpella’s local maternity centre, in the heart of Nigeria. Her family will 
be dancing. And in a week or so, villagers of Yirca, helped by a few Green-
peace volunteers, will begin their yearly olive harvest. Late in the evening 
after work, under the solar-powered lights in the town square, they too will 
be dancing. 

The dancing by all these people in all corners of the world would not have 
happened if it weren’t for the civil society collaborations described in this 
publication. The joint efforts of Estonia, the UN and the WEE led to dancing 
in Delhi. Thanks to Philips and the ICRC, who worked together on the high-
risk pregnancy toolkit, there is dancing in Nigeria. And because Greenpeace 
forged a meaningful relationship with the community of Yirca, there is danc-
ing in Turkey. 

Standing together for change

We began Joining forces, sharing power with a mission: We want to make the 
world dance! But for the whole world to be dancing, a lot more remains to be 
done. For people to dance, they need to feel happy, hopeful and safe. This, in 
turn, requires an inclusive, peaceful, prosperous and sustainable society—it 
requires evolving towards the future we want. At the heart of this publication 
lies the idea that if we are to have any chance of achieving this future, we 
must join forces and come up with collaborative solutions to the major chal-
lenges of today. On their own, grassroots movements, civil society organi-
zations, government institutions, businesses or any other actor imaginable, 
cannot make sufficient progress at the scale and pace required to tackle the 
major challenges we face. True and meaningful collaborations that contrib-
ute to sustainable and inclusive development however, are not always easy 
to achieve. They require an openness to others, a willingness to share and a 
readiness to change long-standing approaches and mindsets. The many ex-
amples described in this publication have shown that such openness, willing-
ness and readiness are very much present in civil society. 

Conclusion

Complementarity and connectedness

Grassroots movements and institutionalized CSOs often hold negative views 
about each other’s capacities and approaches. Examples of organizations 
like Greenpeace, ActionAid and Campfire Innovation, however, show that this 
does not have to be the case. By changing how they engage with grassroots 
groups, these organizations have established true and equal partnerships 
with the people they seek to support. They recognize and value the unique 
capacities and strong voices of the grassroots. And instead of taking the lead 
and pushing for their own agendas, they amplify the voices and energy al-
ready present in society. If grassroots and institutionalized CSOs manage 
to focus on their common objectives, interdependence and interconnected-
ness, they are a force to be reckoned with. 
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By sharing the examples described in Joining forces, sharing power, Partos 
(through its innovation programme The Spindle), CIVICUS and The Broker have 
tried to show how the four mindshifts may be translated into collaborative prac-
tice. Yet, the practices described in the foregoing pages are far from exhaustive. 
Rather, they are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to new, inspirational 
collaborations happening in civil society today - collaborations that can help us 
build our common future. 

This publication should be read not as a prescriptive guidebook on how to work 
together, but as a source of inspiration. It is to encourage all readers—from es-
tablished CSOs, grassroots movements or any other part of civil society—to have 
an open mind to others’ viewpoints and ideas, recognize the power and energy 
present in society, and never stop striving for an equal and inclusive world. Join-
ing forces, sharing power is an invitation to look for new ways to work together, 
because only together can we achieve the future we want. Only together can we 
make the whole world dance. 

Conclusion

Have an open mind 

to others’ viewpoints 

and ideas.

Recognize the power 

and energy present 

in society.

Never stop striving 

for an equal and 

inclusive world.

Mindshifts for sustainable and inclusive development

A common theme running through all chapters and examples in this publication 
were four fundamental mindshifts that will lead us to meaningful collaborations 
for inclusive and sustainable development.

The same holds true for collaborations that cross sectoral divides. Such part-
nerships, however, often fail to meet their full potential because the relation-
ship is not one of interdependence, but rather of dependence. When CSOs 
and the private sector join forces, for example, the latter often has the upper 
hand, mostly because it is the companies that bring the money to the part-
nership. Yet, when partnerships are not about money and attention shifts 
to complementary capacities instead, they can have a truly transformative 
impact. When Philips and ICRC joined forces to improve care for pregnant 
women; when young professionals in the partnership academy established 
collaborations between their companies and NGOs; when Patagonia and 
grassroots activists worked together to protect the environment—money 
was not what bound them. What makes a partnership work is the recognition 
that the other has assets complementary to your own, that you share a com-
mon goal, and that together you stand stronger. And when such partnerships 
happen across sectoral divides, the pooling of skills, competencies and net-
works particular to the different sectors can be a very powerful mix. 

Sharing abundance, online and offline

Over the last two decades, technological advances and the endless possi-
bilities of the internet have changed the way people are making themselves 
heard, fighting for their causes and connecting with one another. The trans-
formative power of digitalization goes further than we can possibly imagine 
and, increasingly, CSOs are exploring how this power can help them achieve 
their goals. Organizations are establishing new collaborations through so-
cial media; they are working with tech-savvy partners to enhance their im-
pact; they are applying digital technologies like blockchain to exchange funds 
and information in safe and transparent ways; and they use online sharing 
platforms to acquire, distribute and share resources. Comunidas.org is just 
one of many initiatives that shows how such online sharing is about much 
more than the acquisition of scarce resources. By facilitating the sharing of 
skills, knowledge and time, Comunidas.org draws attention to the wealth of 
resources and capacities the organizations already possess between them. In 
a similar fashion, the Barcelona timebanks draw attention to the abundance 
of resources present in the city. Again, it is not about the money; it is about 
meaningful connections between people, communities and organizations 
that want to work together for a better future. 

A compartmental approach 
based on ones’ own interest

‘Us’ in the lead

Focus on scarcity

Money driving development

An inclusive approach, recognizing inter-
connectedness and viewpoints of others

The most affected in the lead

Focus on abundance (e.g. sharing economy)

Connected capacities driving 
development: complementary 
competencies, skills, time, creativity

FROM TO
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